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ABSTRACT
May the Word ‘Shout’ Be No More
Silence and the Hellenistic Voice
b
Noah Davies-Maso
Advisor: Philip Thibodea
Abstract: This dissertation explores the imaginative value of silence in the Hellenistic period. In
Archaic and Classical Greece, the imaginative landscape is marked by a fullness of sound and
silences present an aberration and disruption. In the Hellenistic period, silences become a more
central element in aesthetic and ethical thought. Three poetic bodies of work are the particular
focus. In the Argonautica of Apollonius of Rhodes, the silences of Medea are of particular
interest to the poet and illustrate the challenges of deciding what to say, especially when the
knowledge of its unhappy consequences may be readily at hand. The Idylls of Theocritus, and in
particular the bucolic Idylls, are explored from the perspective of how they embody the concept
of a whisper. This type of speech (the whisper) which stands in the periphery in the earlier
periods can function as a productive avenue for a cohesive vision of the bucolic poems. In
Lucretius’ poem De Rerum Natura, silence is an essential attribute of the gods. This works to
upset the traditional notion that the gods are endowed with a powerful voice. These three studies
illustrate the trend of the Hellenistic period which tended to place greater interest and aesthetic or
ethical value on the silent voice.
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CHAPTER ON
Introduction

1. What is Silence
Silence is a theme that crops up frequently enough in literary criticism, in studies of
philosophical trends or authors, in studies of history. But it is fairly rare to see a
monograph or even an article dedicated to it.1 Because silence is commonly conceived
as the negation of a speech or voice act, and because most texts — literary,
philosophical, historical — represent bundles of speech and voice acts, silence is lurking
around almost every corner.2 Everything that is not said can in some sense be a silence.
In this respect, almost all scholarship is addressing a silence by lling a gap in a
community of speakers. One thinks of puzzles in scholarship, things that are mentioned
but not fully spelled out. For instance, in the proem to the Iliad, Homer mentions that
the boule of Zeus is accomplished. We are left to wonder what exactly that is and the

There is perhaps an increase in interest in it recently. Papadodima 2020, Banner 2018,
Stevens 2013 all make it the central theme of their work. It also ts into trends in
sensory studies, which are on the rise, as discussed below.
1

Compare the notion of silence as a negation with Kenneth Burke’s observation that the
negative is the marvel of language, Burke 1966, 419–479.
2
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scholiasts already begin to ll in those silences.3 Or Aristotle De Anima 3.5 on the active
intellect, leaves the reader wanting more detail about the nature of that faculty.4 These
gaps, absences, elisions are fascinating and generally productive. They illustrate just
how pervasive the concept of silence really is.
In this dissertation, silences are narrowed down to those that are represented as
such in a text. That is, only when there is some explicit indication in the text — one
might say self-awareness — that a speech act or a voice has been silenced, only then
does it enter into our discussion.5 This still leaves much grey area. In the discussion of
Apollonius and Medea, for instance, I approach a counterfactual wish to undo the story
as a silence. And the entire chapter on Theocritus takes a whisper as a certain kind of
3

Kirk 1985, 53 notes that “Aristarchus also criticized the ‘ ctions’ of recent critics, οἱ
νεώτεροι, chie y perhaps the idea that Zeus’s plan in the Iliad was identical with that
signi ed by the same phrase in the post-Homeric Cypria, frag. 1.7, namely to lighten the
over-burdened earth by means of heavy casualties at Troy.” Aristarchus instead seems
to identify it with Zeus’s wish (βούλετο) to bring glory to the Trojans and ultimately
Achilles, as expressed in Il. 13.347. Aristarchus and these neoteroi represent an early
attempt to ll in a ‘gap’ in the communicative texture of the Iliad. Morrison 1997
explores the vagaries and uncertainty of the will of Zeus.
4

De Anima 3.5 is 15 lines of Greek, in contrast to the preceding chapter 3.4, which begins
the account of reason (νοῦς) and is closer to 60 lines. But as Shields 2016, 312 remarks,
“[t]his terse, suggestive chapter has excited more exegetical controversy than any other
in the Aristotelian corpus.”
The title of this dissertation “May the Word ‘Shout’ Be No More” is a translation of
Theocritus Idyll 16.97 (βοᾶς δ᾽ ἔτι μηδ᾽ ὄνομ᾽ εἴη), which is discussed in Chapter Three.
One might object that I exclude “natural” silence which Stevens 2013 presents as the
alternative to “sociocultural” silences. But it seems to me that most “natural silences”
are modeled on “sociocultural silences,” cf. Vincent 2015 who claims that silence is
primarily opposed to voice. When the sea or the winds are silent (as at Idyll 2.38-39), it
is implied that the sounds they make are analogous to a voice.
5
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silence. While there is a signi cant range in what can count as a silence, all are uni ed
by the notion of a voice suppressed. There is no comprehensive list or account of every
instance of a word for silence in Hellenistic texts. The goal of each chapter is to present a
reading of a signi cant Hellenistic text with a focus on how it engages with the theme of
silence. Each of the three authors — Apollonius, Theocritus, and Lucretius — exhibits
an interest in silence which is especially characteristic to the Hellenistic period, whether
it is incorporating “quiet” (ἡσυχία) as a philosophical or aesthetic concept, or exploring
the internal unspoken process of a character. My hope is that each chapter brings a fresh
perspective to a familiar text and that all three together illustrate an historical trend that
makes a suppressed voice a matter of aesthetic signi cance.

2. Scholarship on Silenc
If there is one key text for thinking about silence in ancient Greek culture, it is Silvia
Montiglio’s Silence in the Land of Logos (2000). In her book, she explores many facets of
silence as it manifests in the Archaic and Classical sources. Her central observation is
that silence threatens the fullness of sound that de nes the Greek world and therefore
provokes anxiety.6 This is especially in contrast to later traditions that represent silence
as a way to approach the divine, or as part of an exemplary life of piety.
In her consideration of religious silence, whereas later religious traditions

Montiglio 2000, 289.
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observe silence due to inability of language to express the divine, Montiglio shows that
silences in Greek religious contexts tend to arise from fear of the power of the voice.7
The concept of ἄρρητα does not convey an inability to speak these things, but instead it
conveys control over the voice out of fear and reverence for the gods. Raoul Mortley
deals with this issue but from a theological and philosophical perspective in his
expansive two-volume work From Word to Silence (1989). One of Mortley’s key themes is
how the concept of logos becomes rei ed through philosophy and he contends that
silence rst appears as a practice of negative theology in the thought of Philo of
Alexandria. For him the Skeptics’ attack on the integrity of logos is a contributing factor
in the increasing interest in the virtues of silence from the Hellenistic period onward.8
Also focusing on negative theology, Nicholas Banner has recently presented an
interesting reading of Plotinus, which explores the rhetorical power of revealing a
silence, combined with an essential obscurity of the ‘One’ for Neoplatonists.9 Thus
silence, even in its most philosophic context, is a form of communication and must be
understood as part of the social and literary meaning that is conveyed. While both
Mortley and Banner present a diachronic study of silence as a theme in philosophy,
Mortley only dedicates a handful of pages to Epicureans and Banner admittedly jumps

7

Montiglio 2000, 38 and ch. 1.

8

Mortley 1989 vol. 1, 159–161.

9

Banner 2018, 241–42.
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over most of the Hellenistic period.10
Montiglio’s thesis also expands from religious silence to explore silences of social
and poetic signi cance. For instance, in the Homeric epics, silence stands in antithesis to
heroic kleos. Heroes can only abide to be silent if it is in deference to an authoritative
speech that rmly asserts social superiority.11 Even in death they defy silence.12
Likewise poets emphasize the importance of praise songs ringing out, which would
have been an important part of the poetic experience in the Archaic period. Similarly,
she nds Athenian orators deeply concerned with the idea of impotent silence, which
becomes synonymous with atimia (civic exclusion).13 This social theme re ecting the
imagined sonic space is especially important for my readings of Hellenistic poetry. In
my view, the frayed con dence in logos that Mortley observes in his intellectual history
is mirrored in other social and cultural domains.

3. Silence in the Hellenistic Perio
Montiglio herself points out that the Hellenistic period would likely present a different
picture of silence.
“I am indeed convinced that a mapping of the values of silence in the
10

Mortley 1989 vol. 1, 82–83 and 101–102; Banner 2018, 73.

11

Montiglio 2000, 64–68.

12

Montiglio 2000, 80–81.

13

Montiglio 2000, 117.
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Hellenistic and Greco-Roman world would produce, broadly speaking, a
fairly different picture. The decline of the polis with its emphasis (at least
in principle) on verbal participation, a growing fascination with solitude
and retreat, the spreading of silent modes of worship along with an
increasing speculative interest in silence—all these factors make it
doubtful that Greece, in these later times, is fully entitled to the name
‘land of logos.’” (Montiglio 2000, 4
This dissertation begins to answer Montiglio’s provocation, looking at three texts that
are representative of Hellenistic literature, each of which especially exemplify the
“growing fascination with solitude and retreat.” Broadly speaking, trends in the
direction of favoring silence in the post-Classical world begin to emerge rather quickly.
Hellenistic schools of philosophy, especially Epicureanism and Skepticism, claimed that
the practice of their philosophy led to a lack of disturbance (ataraxia), and this was
frequently put in terms of quiet (hesychia).14 The Skeptics utilized a suspension of
judgment (epoche) as a central part of their philosophical practice, and this notion, at its
core, amounts to a silence. In terms of poetics, Callimachus’ famous Aetia prologue
describes his poetry in terms of a cicada’s voice, in contrast to the braying of a donkey,
while Theocritus’ character Lycidas in Idyll 7 tells how he “abhors the roosters crowing

See, for instance, Epicurus Kuria Doxa 14.
6
)


14

in vain against the Chian bard.”15
The slenderness — or alternatively quietness — of Callimachean aesthetics has
long been a theme of scholarship in Hellenistic poetics, as ataraxia has long been a
recognized theme in Hellenistic philosophy.16 There has not been an approach to these
concepts as metaphors for the suppression of the voice (or vice versa). This dissertation
reconsiders a few choice examples these Hellenistic ideals in terms of speech and
speechlessness, voice and silence. The aim is to establish critical touchstones for the
value of silence in the changing social, political, and cultural context of the early
Hellenistic period.

4. Methodology / Why Three Authors
As in other elds in the humanities, affect studies have been on the rise in Classics in
recent years.17 In the context of this dissertation, the issue of sound and voice is
especially relevant. The imagined sound of a text was never far from the mind of the

15

Call. Aetia fr. 1.29-32, Theocr. Idyll 7.47-48.

Gutzwiller 2007, 29–36 gives a clear and concise discussion of the main elements that
have de ned conversations about Hellenistic poetics, including slenderness. She
mentions sound as one of several metaphors used by Callimachus, but it is not explored
in much depth. Long 1974, 2–4; Green 1990, 53 both comment on Hellenistic
philosophy’s turn to psychological security.
16

Mathew Arthur’s Oxford Bibliography on “Affect Studies” provides context and
conceptualizes the eld, but is careful to note “Affect studies resist canonicity.”
17
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philologist,18 but it has more recently become something of a study unto itself. While
sensory studies can be considered a broad category, sound, voice, and music each
comprise a subcategory.19 This dissertation, like much of the recent scholarship on the
ancient senses, makes the sensory experience represented in ancient texts a central
focus. As tends to be the case in Classics, newer approaches begin with a focus on texts
from the Classical period, while texts from the Hellenistic period are generally slower to
receive similar attention. As such, this dissertation aims to ll a gap by taking a fresh
approach to works that are frequently studied by experts in the period.
As for the choice of texts, they are fairly representative examples of Hellenistic
poetry and philosophy. Each has a special relationship with the notion of a suppressed
voice, but all three are distinctive from one another in this respect. Apollonius’ epic
re ects concern about what should be spoken and indulges and explores hesitations
about speaking. The hero of the Argonautica is represented in a light that is unlike the
traditional epic heroes.20 Moreover, the third book of the Argonautica becomes
overwhelmingly concerned with Medea and the internal process of her erotic desire,

18

For instance, Stanford 1967.

The essays in Butler and Nooter 2019 give a sense of the range of approaches in
ancient sound studies. This volume is one in a series on all the senses in the ancient
world represents some work done in the broader eld of ancient sensory studies. Butler
2019 presents an approach to reading the voice in antiquity. Ancient music studies nd a
strong voice in Barker 1984 and West 1992. Now there is a journal (GRMS) and an
organization dedicated to studying ancient music (MOISA).
19

20

Clauss 1994.
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which is above all characterized by her silences. Theocritus’ Idylls on the other hand are
keen to give voice to less prominent personages. The songs and sounds of these people
are made public, but only within a limited circle. The whisper stands a master metaphor
for Theocritus’ bucolic poems, turning our ears toward the stories on the margins of
myth and society. Meanwhile, Lucretius follows Epicurus in connecting silence with the
best kind of life, the one of the gods. This contrasts with popular conceptions of the
divine that found sensory evidence (and often auditory) of divine favor or disfavor in
the world around them.
All three authors were in one way or another involved in the intellectual and
poetic milieu of the Hellenistic period. Theocritus’ Idylls and Apollonius’ Argonautica
were both written, at least in part, in connection with courts of the Ptolemies at
Alexandria. Theocritus wrote in the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus, Apollonius in the
reign of Ptolemy Euergetes within a hundred years of one another.21 The date of
Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, however, falls later in the Hellenistic period (1st century
BCE). He is also writing in Latin and in a Roman context. Nevertheless, there is good
reason to see his poem as closely connected to Epicurus’ philosophic writings, which do
date to the late 4th/ early 3rd century BCE and were reacting to the social and political

Gow 1950 vol. 1, xvii dates Theocritus to 278-270 BCE based on the evidence of Idylls
15, 16, and 17. Other poems could fall outside of that period, such as Idyll 14 which
praises Philadelphus without and speci c dateable reference. Murray 2012 connects the
publication of Apollonius’ Argonautica with the celebration of Ptolemy Euergetes and
the dei cation of Berenice, dating the poem to 238 BCE.
21
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consequences of decades of 4th century upheaval, which culminated in the death of
Alexander and the subsequent division of spoils. Whether Lucretius was translating
some parts of Epicurus word for word, or simply looking to Epicurus’ texts for
guidance, we have in Lucretius a text that represents both elements of the earliest part
of the Hellenistic period and of a later Romanized one.22
These three texts will serve as critical touchstones for how Hellenistic writers
imagined silence. In a sense, it remains a nexus for the negotiation between fear and
longing for the void. Silence most easily connects with anxieties of darkness, doubt, and
hesitation. But in the Hellenistic period, there is an interest in exploring these unseen
and unheard spaces. This interest is codi ed in aesthetic and philosophic principles like
ataraxia and leptotes (which are both anticipated in earlier texts), but also manifest in
representing private thoughts and conversations. All three are poetic texts and all three
exemplify the growing interest in “solitude and retreat,” and yet each provides a
different perspective on where silence ts into a model of human life

Sedley 1998 has argued that Lucretius was working primarily from Epicurus’
magnum opus On Nature, at least for philosophic and scienti c material. Meanwhile,
there is much to suggest that Lucretius was also deeply engaged with themes that were
important in Hellenistic poetry, see for instance, Gale 2007.
22
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CHAPTER TW
Telling an Untellable Tale: The Resistant Voice in Apollonius’ Argonautica

1. Introductio
τὼ δ᾽ ἄνεῳ καὶ ἄναυδοι ἐφέστασαν ἀλλήλοισιν
ἢ δρυσίν, ἢ μακρῇσιν ἐειδόμενοι ἐλάτῃσιν
αἵ τε παρᾶσσον ἕκηλοι ἐν οὔρεσιν ἐρρίζωνται
νηνεμίῃ: μετὰ δ᾽ αὖτις ὑπὸ ῥιπῆς ἀνέμοι
κινύμεναι ὁμάδησαν ἀπείριτον: ὧς ἄρα τώγ
μέλλον ἅλις φθέγξασθαι ὑπὸ πνοιῇσιν Ἔρωτος. (Apollonius Arg. 3.967-972

The two silently and without speaking stand by one another, seeming like oaks
or tall rs which are rooted near each other in the mountains, quiet in the calm;
but later moved by the blow of wind rustle without limit; in this way these two
were fated to speak enough under the winds of love.

At the crucial moment in Apollonius’ Argonautica, when Jason and Medea rst meet
face-to-face, the poet describes them as two trees in the mountains, silent for the
moment, but destined to become noisy. This simile describes the moment that the two
meet, but also describes this meeting in terms of what the eventual consequences of this
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meeting will be. The prospective nature of the simile is highly unusual; it is not
describing a single moment, but their entire relationship.1 One might also parse out the
two time periods in this simile as Apollonius’ own poem where the two meet, and
Euripides’ Medea, where their relationship ends. Apollonius’ epic seeks to capture that
early moment of concord and calm (ἕκηλοι, νηνεμίῃ), whereas Euripides’ tragedy
contains the full expression of internal strife.2 But as this simile betrays, the silent calm
is vitiated by the knowledge of what’s to come and so shades from a silent calm into a
silence of anxiety and uncertainty, the calm before the storm.3 This silence is one in a
series of silences beginning from the arrow of Eros. Each silence in the series indulges
hesitations about telling the story of Medea, precisely because they are looking ahead to
the troubles to come. The Argonautica allows the calm of their early relationship to play
Hunter 1989, ad loc. Acosta-Hughes 2010, 57 calls this comparison a conventional epic simile,
citing Il. 12.132-34 (which is an apt comparison), but ignores the peculiarity of two times. He
also states that it speci cally points to Odysseus’ comparison of Nausicaa to the Delian palm in
Odyssey 6, which is a bit perplexing. There is little suggestion of inter-text and Odysseus’
wonder at seeing the palm is nowhere paralleled here. Odysseus does allude to his impending
sorrows using μέλλω (Od. 6.165), just as the poet anticipates the impending verbal exchanges of
Jason and Medea with the same verb. But for Odysseus that comment is an aside, whereas here
the anticipation of the future is the point of the simile. One is also tempted to read this simile in
connection to Theocritus Idyll 1.1 where Thyrsis compares the goatherd’s piping to the
whispering song of the pine. Theocritus has a one-note whisper of the pine, while Apollonius
has a silent, then rustling pair of trees. Reading the two together emphasizes the contrast
between brief eidylla (little pictures) and the longer epic with its potential for change,
development, or at least, expansion.
1

The verb ὁμάδεω is used elsewhere in the Argonautica in connection with civil con ict: 1.474,
2.638, 3.564.
2

The collocation of ἐφέστασαν ἀλλήλοισιν in this same sedes appears three times in the Iliad
each time in a military context where they prepare for battle. Twice of soldiers formed in close
ranks (Iliad 13.133, 16.217) and once in a context where Trojans and Achaeans are prepared to
engage (Iliad 15.703). These Homeric contexts already raise the question: friend or foe?
3
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out, but it is a calm full of doubts, hesitations, and uncertainty about the future.
Silence as a theme in the Argonautica comes up fairly frequently in scholarship.
This is natural enough given how much more prominent the language of silence is in
Apollonius than in his contemporaries.4 Moreover, the theme is closely tied to speech
and voice, which are both medium and often content of texts, and so of broad interest.
Jason’s brooding silences are sometimes a puzzling quality of this epic hero.5 The silence
of the Argonautic herald signals a shift from the traditional Homeric practice.6 The
poet’s praeteritiones, in which he declines to describe rituals, mark a “typical” Hellenistic
narrator.7 And of course the silences of Medea - of special interest in this paper - reveal a
new preoccupation with the internal life of characters in poetry.8 Medea’s internal

ἀμφασίη appears 5 times in the Argonautica and once in any other remotely contemporary
poetic texts (Bion on Apollo and Hyacinth). σίγη/σιγάω/σῖγα appears in Apollonius 16 times,
compared to say 3 in Theocritus (all within 2 lines, Id. 2.38-39). Apollonius does not use σιωπή,
etc. which appears once in Herodas, 4 times in Callimachus. Likewise, Apollonius does not use
any ἡσυχία related words, whereas they appear 9 times in Theocritus, 3 times in Aratus, 5 times
in Callimachus. But the Homeric equivalent to ἥσυχος, εὔκηλος/ἕκηλος appears 16 times in
Apollonius, 4 times in Theocritus.
4

Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004, 113-114 remark on 1.460-71 that Idas sets himself as an Achilles,
while Jason appears as a kind of Odysseus (like the one in the second half of the Odyssey), who
plots in silence. Clauss 1993, 83 does not directly address this silence, but comments that Jason
is depicted as a man in the grip of depression and helplessness. Mori 2008, 74-82 on the same
passage, draws comparison of Jason with Alexander and points out that it “is not that the
reticent Jason is a greater leader than Alexander, but rather that one of the bene ts of restraint is
that it can forestall the kind of neikos that actually occurred among Macedonians, not to mention
Homeric heroes.” Beye 1982, 24-25 comments about one of Jason’s silences (1.327-28) that
“silence from the characters is absolutely new in the history of Greek letters.”
5

6

Nishimura-Jensen 1998.

7 Hunter 1993, 115. See below for further discussion.
e.g. Fusillo 2008, Papadopoulou 1997.
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turmoil explores an individual in crisis. In this paper I argue that Medea’s crisis is her
own story, as canonized by Euripides’ tragedy, and her silences in the poem manifest
the hesitations inherent in telling that story, the story of Jason, the Argonauts and
Medea.
The ultimate outcome of the Argonautica story resists the task of writing it,
inspiring doubt, hesitation, and uncertainty along the way.9 The negation of the story is
incorporated into the epic in female voices who echo the proemial wish of Medea’s
nurse, but also in the silences — especially those of Medea that become pervasive in
Book 3 — that are manifestations of uncertainty. This one particular physical symptom
of love — speechlessness — is drawn into focus and repeatedly emphasized. Medea’s
silences are ironic because in terms of line count, she outstrips Jason in Books 3 and 4 in
lines spoken.10 But the pains of Medea’s erotic experience are connected with the pains
of Apollonius’ poetic enterprise. Richard Hunter notes that the “poet is, at one level,
like Jason, and the poem is the voyage.”11 While this is a reasonable suggestion, in
another sense, the poet is also like Medea. She most of all expresses the anxieties,
doubts, and hesitations of the poet, but nonetheless she is also responsible for and
compelled to move the story forward herself. Medea and the poet are ambivalent about

9 Morrison 2012, Byre 2002, and Clayman 2000 especially explore the uncertainty that frequently
de nes this poem.
10

Kenny 2018.

Hunter 1993, 120, italics his. Albis 1996, 43-66 also explores the parallel between Jason and the
poet.
11
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their story, between love and hate for it. This ambivalence of Medea is deeply felt in the
poem.

2. Medea and the “Argonautica” as Traditionally Unspeakabl
When Apollonius sat down to write his epic he faced no small task. Not only did he
have to recount a long and dif cult journey, but he faced a literary tradition that was
resistant to recounting the story he chose to tell. For instance, Apollonius chose a story
that Homer had “avoided.”12 But an especially powerful locus of resistance is the
opening of Euripides’ Medea.13 There Medea’s nurse expresses a counter-factual wish
that the Argo had never crossed the Symplegades (1-2), that the pine tree had never
fallen on mount Pelion (3-4), and that the heroes had never pursued the golden eece
(4-6). Euripides begins the story of a Medea with a wish that the story had never turned
out the way it did, and indeed, that it had never started at all. The scholia on the
opening line of Euripides’ tragedy characterizes the old woman as “praying away”
(ἀπευχομένης) the arrival of the Argo, which reinforces the strength of her wish as
Knowledge of an Argonautica is implied at Odyssey 12.69-72. There indeed the Argo is
described as πᾶσι μέλουσα, “a care to all,” suggesting that it was a popular story. West 2005
reconstructs the origin and nature of this lost Argonautica and observes parallels with the
Odyssey. While West’s argument suggests that there was an earlier Argonautica epic that formed
a model for the Odyssey, there is no indication that Apollonius would have known any such
‘Homeric Argonautica’ but the poet saw his epic enterprise as undertaking something that
Homer had not dared. Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004, 90 phrase Homer’s treatment of the myth as
something he ‘avoided.’ One is left to speculate why Homer avoided it like the Wandering
Rocks.
12

One premise of this paper is that Apollonius is deeply familiar with Euripides’ tragedy. Much
scholarship on Apollonius takes this for granted. For instance, Hunter 1989, 18-19.
13

fl

e


fi

 	


16

verging on a prayer.14 Mastronarde observes that “the nurse immediately sets a tone of
strong regret and introduces the note of heroic achievement gone sour.”15 Effectively,
Euripides’ opening is silencing any Argonautica as too deeply colored — or perhaps
soured — by the results of what happened.16 One might object that the nurse is actually
giving us a mini-Argonautica with some of the key details. And it is that, but it is an
Argonautica in the negative, using whatever power language has to erase the story that
came before. In fact, the nurse inscribes the name of Medea into this mini-Argonautica
as the negation of their adventure; μὴ διαπτάσθαι at Eur. Med. 1 nicely echoes Μήδεια;
likewise the repetition of μηδ᾽ ἐν at Eur. Med. 3 and μηδ᾽ ἐρετμῶσαι in line 4 continues
this incantation of Medea’s name. At the same time that the Argonautica is silenced in
Euripides’ tragedy, Medea also proclaims that “no one should ever think that she is
tri ing, weak, or quiet” (μηδείς με φαύλην κἀσθενῆ νομιζέτω /μηδ᾽ ἡσυχαίαν,
807-808). The play thus silences the Argonautica, but simultaneously de es that Medea

Schwartz 1887, vol. 2, 140: τὸ ὤφελε τινὲς ἐπιρρηματικῶς δέχονται, ὡς τὸ “ὤφελε μηδ’
ἐγένοντο θοαὶ νέες,”[Call. epigr. 17, 1] ἵν’ ᾖ παράλληλον τὸ σχῆμα, τῆς γραὸς συνεχέστερον
ἀπευχομένης τῇ ἀφίξει τῆς Ἀργοῦς. “Some take the ‘would that’ adverbially, as in ‘would that
the ships were not swift,’ in order that the expression of the old woman continuously praying
away the arrival of the Argo be pleonastic.” The scholia also notes that the opening (ἡ εἰσβολή)
is praised (ἐπαινεῖται) for being very passionate (διὰ τὸ περιπαθῶς ἄγαν ἔχειν).
14

15

Mastronarde 2002, 161.

Hunter 1989, 14-20 enumerates Apollonius’ predecessors. There certainly are other texts that
intercede between Euripides and Apollonius that would have had to deal in their own ways
with the challenge presented by Euripides’ text. These could have included Antimachus’ Lyde,
the Argonautica of Herodus, Phercydes of Athens, Callimachus’ Aetia, Dionysius
‘Scytobrachion’s’ Argonauts. Some may have chosen to ignore it completely. My premise is that
Apollonius takes up the gauntlet.
16
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herself and her story be silenced.17 Indeed, Euripides’ Medea rewrites the adventures of
the Argonauts in a way that makes her the primary actor and deprives Jason of almost
any agency.18 This leaves someone like Apollonius who chooses to write an Argonautica
in an especially precarious position. How could one begin to tell the story of the
Argonauts, when there is such a prominent song of ill-omen?
Why, we might ask, is the story of the Argonautica so unspeakable, so worthy of
silencing in the eyes of Medea’s nurse? First, the nurse, along with Medea and all of
their familiars, face a crisis, that endangers their place and safety in a foreign land.19
More important for Apollonius, the nurse’s wish anticipates the events that will unfold
in the play. That is, her words foreshadow a fully unfolded crisis. By the end of the play,
Medea will have killed her children and thereby done the ultimately unspeakable. This

Medea’s resistance to being “quiet” or “still” is also interesting in connection to childbirth.
The Hippocratic treatise de natura pueri (section 30, line 88) makes the mother’s stillness (ἢν ἡ
μήτηρ ἐν τῇ ὠδῖνι μὴ ἡσυχάσῃ τὸ πρῶτον) during a breeched birth a critical factor in the
probability of mortality for both mother and child. While it is a fairly clinical account, it makes
stillness/quietness the ideal female behavior during a time of crisis. Medea’s refusal to be quiet
— which again inscribes her name into the negation — re ects her resistance of this ideal of
female behavior. The Hippocratic observation that many mothers themselves perished, or the
children, or both together as a result of this (πολλαὶ δὲ ἤδη ἢ αὐταὶ ὤλοντο, ἢ τὰ παιδία, ἢ
ἅμα) neatly parallels the death of Medea’s own children due to her non-stillness.
17

Eur. Med. 475-487. Medea marks her ‘Argonautica’ with the verb ἄρχομαι, which Hesiod, for
one example, uses to begin his Theogony (Th. 1: μουσάων Ἑλικωνιάδων ἀρχώμεθ᾽ ἀείδειν),
and she claims that she will begin from the rst things. This procedure of beginning from rst
things could anticipate Apollonius’ narrative approach of beginning from the start of the
journey.
18

Crisis is used here and throughout the paper for a particularly unexpected turning point that
is perceived as a problem by a party of interest. These may be of private or public concern. See
Klooster and Kuin 2020 for helpful thoughts on how to frame a discussion of crisis in the
ancient world.
19
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Her desire for κλέος seems doomed only to earn her ill-repute, δύσκλεια.20 From the
perspective of the nurse (and Medea), the story that recounts the origins of pain,
suffering, and crisis, would be better forgotten, never spoken.
Euripides’ Medea invites us, invites Apollonius, to approach the Argonautica story
with a level of uncertainty about whether the story can or should be told and the act of
giving it voice becomes problematic.

3. Apollonius and Censorshi
Apollonius tends to present himself as careful and pious. As part of the “intrusive
presence of the poet-narrator” (Hunter 1993, 115), Apollonius performs “loudly pious
silences” (Hunter 1993, 101) at 1.919-921 and 4.247-50. In the former instance, the poet
declares he will speak no more about the secret rites that the Argonauts are inducted
into on the island of Electra, daughter of Atlas. In the latter case, “holy dread” prevents
him from divulging the rites that Medea performs for Hecate at the mouth of the Halys

This concept of δύσκλεια or ill-repute Medea associates with a quiet life at Eur. Med. 217-18.
Medea’s desire for κλέος reminds us of Apollonius’ stated intention of singing the fame of
ancient men (κλέα φωτῶν 1.1). McPhee 2017 argues that she should be included among the
φῶτες and the Argonautica certainly delivers fame for Medea. The comment of Fantuzzi and
Hunter 2004: 93 that “the fundamental purpose of the epic, the perpetuation of men’s fame,
kleos, remains” sounds a bit strange, especially when compared to something like Theocritus
Idyll 16, where κλέος was the primary bargaining chip a poet had to offer a living patron.
Whose fame does Apollonius sing?
20
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points to one tension in Medea that she refuses to be quiet and so becomes unspeakable.

river.21 These silences reveal a moral concern, if not genuine to the poet, at least
available to the reader, that the encyclopedic nature of the poem should not encompass
all things. Some religious practices, for instance, must be left untouched. The poem as a
whole is also framed in hymnic terms, beginning from Apollo (1.1) and ending with an
invocation to the Argonauts.22 The poet-narrator’s piety is evident at the broadest level,
at the extremes of the poem, its rst and last words.
Phineus stands as an example of the value of censorship, after he foolishly revealed
the plan of Zeus in detail and to its end (2.313-14). It is not right (θέμις, 2.311) that
humans ever know the divine plan exactly, but something always must be missing.
Being silent is of value, while saying ‘too much’ is a real danger. Phineus suffers by
starvation and stench from the Harpies, a condition which alienates him from all
neighboring people. When the Argonauts appear, he is unable to speak and only after
gasping and struggling for breath does he share his prophecy with them. Zeus’
punishment deprived him of speech and society, a fate he could have avoided by
moderate censorship. Phineus in turn silences Zetes (σίγα, 2.256). Taken as a global
model for the Argonautica, Phineus explicitly establishes the principle that some things

Fantuzzi 2008 observes how this silence doesn’t square with Apollonius’ candor in Book 3
about the rites of Hecate. Apollonius’ inconsistency in this case is not crucial for our argument.
Ultimately, Fantuzzi sees the poet as silencing or criticizing Medea’s magic much more in Book
4, in order to distance himself from the later horrible post-Argonautic developments of her love.
21

On the relation of the Argonautica to the hymnic genre, see especially Cuypers 2004 and
Hunter 1993, 116, 119-129 on the hymnal frame.
22
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must be left unspoken.23 The criteria for what these are remain somewhat uncertain, but
Phineus notes that the Argonauts cannot know everything “precisely” and he recounts
his error as revealing the plan of Zeus in order and until its end (ἑξείης τε καὶ ἐς τέλος,
2.314). In Phineus’ case, silence is an expression of crisis (as when he rst struggles to
speak), but it is also a necessary precept for moral behavior.
The emphasis on verbal censorship in the epic is also evident in its rich vocabulary
of doubt, pondering, and uncertainty.24 As such, it is not surprising to see Apollonius
displaying a similar caution in view of the literary challenge of Euripides’ Medea.
Although Apollonius begins from Apollo and seems to have a heroic con dence in his
poem as he enumerates the Argonauts, before too long the Euripidean challenge begins
to appear in the text. Both Morrison and Byre present the con dence of the narrator and
the clarity of the poem as decreasing throughout the poem.25 I agree but would add that
Alcimede and the women of Iolcus, who are the rst voices in the poem (apart from the
narrator), emphasize the doubts and uncertainties of undertaking the Argonautica
voyage and its story. These doubts take a rst step in undermining the authority and
con dence of this early narrative

Phineus can be regarded as resembling the poet, Albis 1996, 28-29. Phineus’ statements can
also be connected with broader concerns about poetic continuity, Nelson 2019, 116.
23

Clayman 2000 and Clayman 2010 bring much of this vocabulary into focus. Especially
common are words related to ἀμηχάνω, but also φορφύρω, δοιάζω, and words of silence are
more frequent.
24

25

Morrison 2012, Byre 2002.
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4. Wishing Away the ‘Argonautica’ in the Argonautica
Richard Hunter observes that readers of the Iliad get to Chryses’ direct speech by the
seventeenth verse, and Zeus speaks in the Odyssey by the thirty-second verse.26 Readers
of Apollonius’ Argonautica, on the other hand, do not get direct speech until line 240,
where the generic male (1.240ff) and female (1.250ff) voices of the citizens of Iolcus
worry about the task undertaken by the heroes. These generic externalized voices
simultaneously focalize the meta-poetic dif culty of the poet’s own task, since the
voyage and the poem are from the readers’ perspective coterminous.27 The male voices
express just how paradoxical the task is: ἀλλ᾽ οὐ φυκτὰ κέλευθα, πόνος δ᾽ ἄπρηκτος
ἰοῦσιν. “But the way is not to be avoided, and the labor is unmanageable for those who
go”(1.246). It is simultaneously necessary to undertake it and impossible to accomplish
(if we take ἄπρηκτος in its strongest sense).28 The two negations (οὐ and ἀ-) are
characteristic of the doubts that drive the story. The necessity faced by the hero mirrors
that faced by the poet. There are voices that drive the story forward, almost beyond the
power of the poet (the voice of the ram, Pelias’ command, the bird in Book 3, the plank
of the Argo), and there are resistant voices that, like the nurse in Euripides’ Medea, wish

26

Hunter 1993, 139.

27 Albis

1994, 43-66 on the assimilation of poem and voyage.

It is tempting to read this in connection to the charges against Skeptics that ἐποχή leads to
ἀπραξία, see Clayman 2000, 39. Here the speakers juxtapose two contradictory propositions,
which although placing the travelers in a position of inaction, nevertheless results in a poem
where the labors are completed.
28
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to undo things already done or soon to be done. This desire to silence a story mirrors
the compulsion Medea has to be silent in Book 3, inadvertently silencing the story,
ostensibly for reasons of eros and shame, but also mirrors the reader’s own anxieties
about pursuing this frightful story.
With the generic female voice of the women of Iolcus, the text introduces the counter
factual wish motif that dominates the opening of Euripides’ Medea.29 These women
worry about how Alcimede and Aeson will bear the loss of their son, and observe that it
would be better if he were already lying beneath the earth, wrapped in his shroud, not
knowing these dif cult trials (κακῶν ἔτι νῆις ἀέθλων 1.253-55). Then, like the nurse in
Euripides’ play, the unnamed women imagine a world in which the events leading up
to the current crisis had never happened. They speci cally wish that Phrixus had
drowned with his ram in order to avoid the prophecy it uttered. They are unable to
silence the human voice that it sent forth, but acknowledge it and impute upon it the
intention of placing many woes on Alcimede (ὥς κεν ἀνίας / Ἀλκιμέδῃ μετόπισθε καὶ
ἄλγεα μυρία θείη 1.258-59), a striking reuse of language from the Iliad’s proem (ἣ μυρί᾽
Ἀχαιοῖς ἄλγε᾽ ἔθηκε, Iliad 1.2). Whereas there Achilles’ anger put woes on many
heroes, in this case a distant prophecy placed countless woes on a single woman. The
Counter factual wishes are not limited to Euripides’ Medea by any means, but are rather
common in Greek tragedy in general, where such an expression of grief is most certainly at
home. In Homer, they are also frequent enough and seem to help guide the reader’s
expectations about where the story is going, or not going. At 1.415, Thetis wishes Achilles were
sitting by the ships without tears and without grief, a direct wish to rewrite or undo the whole
narrative of the Iliad. Similarly, Helen wishes that she had died when she set off to follow Paris
(3.173), which could undo the central catalyst of the war.
29
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women of Iolcus seem to know already that the ram’s human voice is a force that began
a story which cannot be stopped and will issue in epic-like sorrows for a woman. It is a
voice, it seems, that is even beyond the control of the narrator or poet
The rst non-generic voice to enter the poem is Alcimede, Jason’s mother. Shortly
after the lamentations of the women, Alcimede holds onto her son and laments. Her
speech begins, just like the nurse’s at the opening of Euripides’ Medea, as a
counterfactual wish (compare αἴθ᾽ ὄφελον Ap. Arg. 1.278 and εἴθ᾽ ὤφελ᾽ Eur. Med. 1).
Although delayed several hundred lines, Apollonius does begin his epic with a female
voice that wishes to undo what had been done leading up to this point. The nurse
wishes that the physical means by which the journey was undertaken could be undone.
Alcimede, on the other hand, only wishes that she herself had died when she heard
Pelias’ command and thus could have forgotten her concerns (αἴθ᾽ ὄφελον κεῖν᾽ ἦμαρ,
ὅτ᾽ ἐξειπόντος ἄκουσα / δειλὴ ἐγὼ Πελίαο κακὴν βασιλῆος ἐφετμήν, / αὐτίκ᾽ ἀπὸ
ψυχὴν μεθέμεν κηδέων τε λαθέσθαι, 1.278-280). Again, there is a voice initiating a
story, a voice also outside of the narrative as presented by Apollonius, and Alcimede
wishes she could unhear it. This is similar to the earlier wish from the women of Iolcus
that Aeson no longer be “conscious” of the dif cult tasks. Such a desire to be spared the
knowledge of ultimate outcomes mirrors that of the reader, who, aware of Euripides’
play, is burdened with knowledge that the story leads to utter tragedy, but may desire to
forget that knowledge for a little while and travel with the Argonauts around the

.
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world.
With this interest in mind, Jason steps in to silence his mother’s lament. Employing
standard consolatory rhetoric, he tells her that Athena will help him and Phoebus
prophesied favorably. He commands her to stay quietly at home with her attendants
and not be a bird of ill omen for their voyage. The word ἕκηλος is a gentle way of
“silencing” his mother. It is a Homeric adjective that is roughly equivalent to ἡσυχος
(thus tempting to think of Medea’s desire not to be quiet in Euripides). In some way,
Jason is wishing for a similar thing to what his mother wished for herself. Death would
have deprived her of the knowledge of Jason’s journey (and ensured she receive the
burial rites that Jason himself will eventually be denied in turn), while Jason wishes that
she be at rest, charmed out of these memories of disturbance. Jason’s consolation and
request that she be quiet represses the anxiety that plagues this myth, an anxiety
inherent in the tradition of Medea.

5. Iphias’ Silenc
After silencing his mother, Jason departs like Apollo, and as he goes, Iphias, a priestess
of Artemis, attempts to say something to him, but is unable to speak. The silence of
Iphias is a brief moment in the epic, but striking in that we are introduced to a female
priestess, only to nd her voice silenced. Her association with Artemis is especially
remarkable since immediately before her introduction, Jason had been compared to
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Apollo (1.307-310). Damien Nelis has pointed out that Iphias might be connected to
Medea, as both are priestesses of Artemis and it is possible to read Apollonius’ Iphias as
modeled upon Medea in the Argonautica of Dionysus “Scytobrachion”.30 While Nelis
focuses especially on the shared af liation with Artemis, the language of Iphias’ silence
could also anticipate the silence of Medea in Book 3. We are told, after she kisses his
hand, that she was not able to say anything, although she desired to, but she was “left
here turning aside” (οὐδέ τι φάσθαι | ἔμπης ἱεμένη δύνατο προθέοντος ὁμίλου |
ἀλλ᾽ ἡ μὲν λίπετ᾽ αὖθι παρακλιδόν, οἷα γεραιή | ὁπλοτέρων 1.313-16). In Book 3,
maidenly shame similarly stops Medea from speaking, although she desires to respond
(δῆν δέ μιν αἰδώς | παρθενίη κατέρυκεν, ἀμείψασθαι μεμαυῖαν 3.681-82). While
there are not direct lexical parallels, both represent a woman who desires to speak (with
a participial construction), but is not able to. Iphias’ speech is visibly suppressed, in a way
that represents uncertainty about whether the story is being guided by the right voices.
Why don’t we hear this priestess’ words? Certainly she had wise things to say. But the
hurry to tell the story leaves her voice in the dust. This visible suppression also repeats
the lament of Alcimede, which Jason silences. Another female voice attempts to speak,
but cannot yet nd a secure way into the narrative.

30

Nelis 1991.
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The wish to undo some part of the past that has led up to the present crisis is picked up
again in Book 3, in the voice of Medea herself. The counter factual is again established
as a powerful means of coping with a crisis by articulating what we wish were not the
case. As she experiences the intense and complicated feelings of love for Jason, Medea
wishes that the current situation could be undone. After she has heard the exchange
between Jason and her father, the poet treats us to a second exposition of her desire
(3.444-471). It is here that we rst hear a speech from Medea — speech that apparently
represents her non-vocalized, internal thoughts — as she articulates her feelings. She
rst acknowledges that Jason is as good as dead whether he is the best or the worst and
then interjects a wish that is formally structured as a counter factual wish: “if only he
could have escaped unharmed” (ἦ μὲν ὄφελλεν ἀκήριος ἐξαλέασθαι, 3.466). Medea
perceives the story as already written, but not in fact as it will turn out, thanks to her
own intervention. The reader, who does know how the story turns out, can recognize
the irony of Medea’s mistaken wish. Her rst speech in Apollonius’ poem gives us a
version of the story where Jason dies unsuccessful. Her counter-factual wish imagines
the impossible scenario where he escapes unharmed, something that appears
impossible until Medea provides assistance. This wish is an inversion of the more
common wish that an individual had perished (Campbell 1994, ad loc.), something that
we could easily imagine an older Medea, for instance the one in Euripides’ play,
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6. Medea’s “if only

wishing for. Taken more generally, there is a sense that if Jason had not come, he might
have escaped unharmed, but ultimately, he will not long be unharmed. We can also note
the ambiguity of the adjective, ἀκήριος, which can have two different meanings
depending on whether we read the embedded -κηρ- as related to κήρ “death” or κῆρ
“heart.” Apollonius seems to use it in both ways, whereas the Iliad and the Odyssey each
seem to only use it in one way. Here it seems to mean “unharmed,” following usage in
the Odyssey (see Odyssey 12.98 and 23.328), but at Arg. 2.197 it is used of Phineus when
he appears like a “spiritless” dream, which follows usage in the Iliad (e.g. Iliad 5.812,
7.100, 11.392, 13.224, 21.466). In conjunction with the verb “to escape,” it is most easily
read as “unharmed.” But there is the possibility that Medea wishes Jason might have
escaped “spiritlessly,” like the Achaeans of the Iliad at 7.100 whom Menelaus wishes to
turn to earth and water without glory since they sit “spiritlessly” and fear to face Hector
one-on-one (ἀλλ᾽ ὑμεῖς μὲν πάντες ὕδωρ καὶ γαῖα γένοισθε, | ἥμενοι αὖθι ἕκαστοι
ἀκήριοι, ἀκλεὲς αὔτως, Iliad 7.99-100), that is without daring to win glory through
heroic action. We could also read it as “lifeless,” as at Iliad 11.392 or 21.466; in the rst,
Diomedes boasts of his own deadliness that he can make an enemy “lifeless”
straightaway in contrast to Paris’ feeble attempts; in the second, Apollo uses the
fragility of the human condition to defuse con ict between himself and Poseidon.
Understanding this meaning, Medea’s wish would be closer to the more common
formulation that he had perished: “if only he could have escaped dead.” While Medea
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uses the counter factual construction to express a crisis she is facing, and indeed, these
are among her rst words in direct speech, there is ambiguity about what her crisis is
and what she wishes were the case. Medea, like Alcimede, adopts a negative mode of
thinking — one that negates a perceived reality — but unlike Alcimede, her initial
counter factual wish is in line with the poet’s narrative and in fact the desire to realize
this wish is what drives the poem in the direction it goes. And yet the ambiguity of her
wish re ects the poet’s ambivalence about going in the direction that the poem must go.
Later in Book 3, counter factual wishes continue to be a powerful way of expressing
the feeling of helplessness in crisis. Chalciope also uses a contrary-to-fact when
speaking with Medea and wishes that she did not look upon this house and city, but
lived at the edge of the world where no one had heard the name of Colchians (ὄφελλέ
με μήτε τοκήων/ δῶμα τόδ’ εἰσοράαν μηδὲ πτόλιν, 3.674-80). This anticipates
Medea’s separation from her home, parents, and city and relocation to a place where the
name of the Colchians is unfamiliar. Likewise, Medea’s counter factual wish that she
could help the sons of Chalciope (αἲ γὰρ ὄφελλεν/ ἔμπεδον εἶναι ἐπ’ ἄμμι τεοὺς
υἱῆας ἔρυσθαι. 3.712-13) is only counter factual for so long. Medea and Chalciope
express their distress in face of a crisis in counter factual terms, echoing Jason’s mother
and the nurse in Euripides’ Medea. The realization of these impossibilities will ironically
produce further desire for negation. Medea’s counter factual wishes that foretell the
twists in the story and obey the required narrative direction eventually give way to

 


fi

fl

29

wishes that reaf rm the feeling of crisis that would silence this myth. After speaking
with Chalciope, Medea wishes to herself that Artemis had killed her before she saw
Jason and before Chalkiope’s sons had arrived (ὡς ὄφελόν γε | Ἀρτέμιδος κραιπνοῖσι
πάρος βελέεσσι δαμῆναι, | πρὶν τόνγ᾽ εἰσιδέειν, πρὶν Ἀχαιίδα νῆα κομίσσαι |
Χαλκιόπης υἷας· τοὺς μὲν θεὸς ἤ τις Ἐρινύς | ἄμμι πολυκλαύτους δεῦρ᾽ ἤγαγε
κεῖθεν ἀνίας. 3.773-77). This wish echoes Alcimede’s wish that she had died when she
heard the command of Pelias. But unlike Alcimede who wishes to forget in death,
Medea wishes never to have seen Jason before dying. Medea’s further comment that
some god or Fury led pains (ἀνίας) from there to here can remind us of the pains that
Phrixos and the ram brought to Alcimede (ἀνίας … ἄλγεα μυρία1.258-59), thus
highlighting the continuity of suffering that follows the Argonauts’ journey (especially
emphasized by “to here from there δεῦρ᾽…κεῖθεν). Near the beginning of Book 4,
Medea bids farewell to her mother and sister and in sorrow imagines another world in
which the sea had torn Jason to pieces before he reached Colchis (αἴθε σε πόντος ξεῖνε
διέρραισεν πρὶν Κολχίδα γαῖαν ἱκέσθαι, 4.32-33). The time of these counter-factual
wishes retreats further into the past, as they simultaneously deviate further from the
narrative. Such an “unwriting” of the Argonautica will culminate in the nurse’s wish
that the Argo had never been built.
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7. Medea’s silences and authorial anxieties
A second response to the challenge of Euripides’ Medea is that Apollonius’ Medea is
silenced by love and repeatedly hesitates to speak in Book 3 of the Argonautica. These
silences are symptomatic of her personal crisis, but they also re ect the crisis of the poet
as he undertakes his impossible task and she drives the story forward. The poet shows
the dif culty of his topic and the journey in many ways, but, especially in Book 3, these
are expressed in terms of silence. Apollonius’ enlistment of Erato and the perplexity of
Hera and Athena (3.6-23) and similar recourse to Aphrodite and Eros (3.25-29) signal
not only a new kind of poetry, but also an especially challenging crisis for the story,
even for the author and divine forces. None seems to be fully able to overcome the
problem. Athena is completely at a loss (she fails Hera’s test and insists that Hera do the
talking when they request the help of Athena). Hera resorts to Aphrodite. Aphrodite,
anticipating Medea’s silence, is seized by muteness (Κύπριν δ᾽ἐνεοστασίη λάβε
μύθων, 3.76) upon hearing Hera’s request. Aphrodite’s comments also reveal anxiety
about controlling a narrative. She explains how much she struggles with her son, Eros
(3.91-99), but when this provokes laughter from Athena and Hera, she laments that her
sorrows (ἄλγεα) are a joke for others (3.101-103).31 She adds that it is not necessary for
her to tell (μυθεῖσθαι) this to everyone, but it is enough that she knows herself. While
the women of Iolcus wished to silence the voice of Phrixus’ ram and Alcimede the voice

Eros’ threat that Aphrodite keep her hands off him (3.98-99) can remind us of the central role
Medea’s hands play in killing her children.
31
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she could limit the pains that fall upon her.32 As such, she anticipates the silences of
Medea, who is torn over how her own voice could affect her story and her life.
Alcimede, for instance, represents the story as written and beyond her control, whereas
Aphrodite and Medea both show anxiety about how others will receive their words.
In contrast, Jason comes to Colchis con dent in the power of speech. When we
rst hear from Jason in Book 3, he gives a speech encouraging that all men should speak
in common and anyone who hides a plan in silence deprives everyone of their nostos,
despite the fact that he is the only one who speaks and no one else urges any other plan
of action. He explains that he plans to test Aeetes with words rst (3.179, 185, 187), and
he generalizes that speech often does easily what courage does with great dif culty
(3.188-90). The juxtaposition of ῥέα μῦθος in 3.188 encapsulates Jason’s perspective in
this speech. This con dence in the ability of speech contrasts with the silence that
overtakes him as he realizes the dif culty of what he has undertaken, rst, after he
speaks with Aeetes (3.422-25) and again after he shares the news with the Argonauts
(3.502-504). Indeed, whereas in his rst speech, Jason emphasizes the importance of not
keeping anything in silence, later he comments that there would be no purpose in
reciting the details (3.493-94). Jason’s con dence in speech inverts and he falls into

Alcimede could not limit the pains brought on by the voice of Phrixus’ ram, 1.258-259.
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of Pelias, Aphrodite perceives that by censoring herself, stopping herself from speaking,

silence.33
Luckily for Jason, his arrival at Colchis coincides with the arrival of love. When
Medea sees Jason, Eros strikes her with an arrow and silence takes hold
(“speechlessness seized her heart” τὴν δ᾽ ἀμφασίη λάβε θυμόν 3.284). The symptoms
of love can include silence, but never in these speci c terms.34 Most famously, Sappho’s
tongue breaks (fr. 31 γλῶσσα ἔαγε), but one could also remember that Theocritus’
Simaetha, imitating Sappho, is unable to speak when she is in love (Idyll 2.108-110). On
one level, Medea’s silence is a particular variation of this theme. Indeed, Apollonius
stretches what is a few words for Sappho, and a few lines for Simaetha, into a process
that unfolds throughout Book 3 for Medea. This process enacts and dramatizes the
hesitation to give voice to this narrative and participate in telling this story. A female
voice, like those which resisted and were silenced earlier in the poem, now takes control
of the poem.
Medea is rst marked as silent at 3.284, when Eros strikes and speechlessness
seizes her. When we next see Medea (3.449-471), she retreats to her chamber and there,

He does not actually end up speaking much less after this, but this signals his diminished role
as guide of action. His conversations with Medea are especially signi cant. But he does not
exert control over the Argonautica muthos in a direct way, as Medea will.
33

Acosta-Hughes 2010, 49-53 discusses this passage especially in connection to the language of
Sappho fr. 31. While it is not unreasonable to say that τὴν δ᾽ ἀμφασίη λάβε θυμόν is a
rewriting of Sappho 31.9, there is no parallel for ἀμφασίη as a response to love. Bion fr. 14 has
ἀμφασία seize Apollo in the context of a poem about Hyacinthus. But it seems clear that Bion’s
passage is closer to the reaction of Antilochus in Iliad 17.695 or Penelope at Odyssey 4.705 when
those characters have lost or fear to lose a loved one. ἀφασία which appears in prose texts, loses
the emotional force of the epic word and primarily refers to intellectual uncertainty.
34
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fearing for Jason, she groans out a speech clearly (λιγέως ἀνενείκατο μῦθον, 3.463) and
we hear her contrary-to-fact wish that he escape “unharmed” (see discussion above).
Although she speaks aloud, there is no apparent audience. After she dreams that she
chooses Jason over her parents and they cry out at her (3.616-32), she awakens and
again she brings up a loud voice (ἀδινὴν δ᾽ ἀνενείκατο φωνήν, 3.635) addressing
herself to dispel her fears.35 This too is a speech that is pointedly aloud, but evidently
spoken with no audience. Medea then rises from bed barefoot in a light robe and desires
to go to her sister, but she lingers at the threshold of the door and shame restrains her
(3.645-53). On her fourth attempt to leave, she falls back onto her bed writhing
(εἱλιχθεῖσα, 3.655). In this state, the poet compares her to a woman who, widowed
before consummating her marriage, mourns her lost husband in silence so as to avoid
the mockery of other women (3.656-664). Mourning in silence, σῖγα μάλα κλαίει, is
here cast in paradoxical terms. The word κλαίω is primarily used of weeping or
lamenting aloud, what LSJ terms “any loud expression of pain or sorrow” (LSJ s.v.
κλαίω, I). This paradox is heightened by the intervening adverb μάλα. Does she cry out
There is a similar collocation at Iliad 19.314, when Achilles mourns for Patroklos. μνησάμενος
δ᾽ ἁδινῶς ἀνενείκατο φώνησέν τε· LSJ s.v. ἀναφέρω I, 2 notes that “in Alex. Poets, utter,”
citing these two instances in Apollonius (3.463 and 3.635). But we surely should understand
some of the coloring from texts where it means “heaving a deep sigh” Iliad 19.314 and
Herodotus 1.86. The Herodotus passage is interesting in relation to silence. Croesus on the pyre
sighs and groans upon realizing the wisdom of Solon and “from a long silence” (ἐκ πολλῆς
ἡσυχίης) names Solon three times, but then remains silent for a time while being questioned.
The inarticulate but deeply meaningful sigh, the incantatory repetition of a name, and the
pointed silences all suggest that Croesus is modeling a sage. Such a famous story — one set in
an ethnographic namesake of Medea no less — would certainly have been in the background
for Apollonius here and would lend to the fact that she is struggling to articulate a story or a
voice at this point in the story.
35

34

only loud enough to attract the attention of a passing slave who reports the scene of
Medea to Chalciope. The slave’s report of Medea’s private lament is called an
“unexpected story” (μῦθον ἀνώιστον, 3.670), pointing again to the tension of
uncertainty in Medea’s story. Once Chalciope goes to Medea and asks her what is
wrong (an exchange including the counter factual wishes discussed above), shame
restrains Medea from speaking (3.681-686). This description of verbal restraint is a kind
of imaginative anatomy of silence. Her speech (or story, μῦθος)36 at one time rises up to
the tip of her tongue (ἐπ᾽ ἀκροτάτης… γλώσσης, 3.683-84) and at another time it had
own below through her chest (ἔνερθε κατὰ στῆθος πεπότητο, 3.684).37 Often it [i.e.
the myth] swelled (θυῖεν) to speak through her lovely mouth (ἱμερόεν ἀνὰ στόμα,
3.685), but the sound (φθογγή) would not go forth any further. This silence is nicely
framed by temporal adverbs δήν “for a long time” in line 681 and ὀψέ “at last” in 686.
These adverbs mark dramatic silences in the Iliad and Odyssey as well as in the
Argonautica and so here clearly serve to bookend this silence. In this description we
witness just how active a silence can be and how many parts of the body can be

The sense of μῦθος in Homeric texts has been closely studied, Martin 1989, 12 de nes it as: “a
speech-act indicating authority, performed at length, usually in public, with a focus on full
attention to every detail.” The meaning in Hellenistic poetry is much less clear (Medea’s μῦθοι
for instance defy most of Martin’s de nition), but certainly it would have been dif cult to avoid
the associations of it with plot as in Aristotle’s Poetics, see e.g. Morrison 2007, 23-24.
36

Beyond the other physical body parts mentioned, I’m tempted to see a hint at καταπότης
here, a word for the larynx, Hesychius s.v. βρόγχος, Suid, and κατάποτον, a pill or something
swallowed, LSJ s.v. κατάποτον.
37
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exceedingly in silence or does she cry out very silently? Whatever noise she makes, it is

involved. One could contrast this passage with the famous passage about rumor’s
speed and ight in the Aeneid (4.173-97). That passage emphasizes how dif cult speech
is to control, and this one emphasizes the challenges of letting it out. While Dido loses
control of the narrative, Medea does her best to maintain careful and close control of her
story. Up until this extended struggle to speak, the poem gives no indication that she
has spoken to anyone. The conversation with Chalciope begins her part in writing this
story.
After Chalciope and Medea speak with one another, night comes on (3.744) and
with it silence (σιγὴ δὲ μελαινομένην ἔχεν ὄρφην, 3.750). While the world falls silent
around her, Medea continues to struggle internally. She is restless and goes back and
forth about what she will do (3.766-70). Again in solitude she speaks at length
(3.771-801) wishing for death and imagining its consequences. She anticipates that if she
commits suicide after helping Jason, every city far and wide will cry out (βοήσει) her
destruction (3.792-3). She imagines how the Colchian women will blame her in all kinds
of ways (ἄλλυδις ἄλλαι, 3.794) habitually carrying her through their mouths (καί κέν
με διὰ στόματος φορέουσαι, 3.793). Like the poet, Medea imagines speech in physical
terms, but she also con ates herself with the story. She is the object of blame (as object of
the verb μωμήσονται), but also the thing that is on the Colchian women’s lips (as object
of διὰ στόματος φορέουσαι). Like the voice of Phrixos’ ram and the command of Pelias
that Alcimede heard, Medea anticipates her story being told in a way that escapes her
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story. Other voices will intervene and direct it. This leads her to conclude that she kill
herself before helping Jason to avoid blame. But when she takes out the drugs to do it,
fear of Hades seizes her and she is held in silence for a long time (ἔσχετο δ᾽ ἀμφασίῃ
δηρὸν χρόνον, 3.811). This repetition of the noun ἀμφασίη emphasizes the continuation
of her silence that began with the arrow of Eros over 500 lines earlier (3.284). After this
silent meditation on death, Medea speaks more readily, with careful attention to
controlling the narrative, but again is silent when rst meeting Jason. They rst stand in
silence (3.967-74) until Jason speaks; after he speaks, she is unsure how to begin, rst
acts by giving him the drugs and then at last (ὀψέ) speaks to him (3.1010-1025); after her
rst speech to him, they stand looking at their feet in silence (3.1063-68) until shame
leaves her eyes (ἀπ᾽ ὀφθαλμοὺς λίπεν αἰδώς, 3.1068) and she asks him to remember
her name (μνώεο δ᾽… οὔνομα Μηδείης, 3.1069-70). At this point, Medea is ready to
inscribe her own name into the story of the Argonauts
The reasons given in the text for the silences of Medea include the initial desire
(3.284), modesty (3.681), and fear of death (3.811), but as I hope has become evident,
these are hardly three isolated phenomena. Rather these silences are symptomatic of an
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own control. She hesitates to speak or to act in the fear that she will lose control of her

individual facing a crisis, in particular a crisis about controlling her own narrative.38 The
interpretation of Medea’s silence as indicative of a crisis re ects the Homeric use of the
term for speechlessness, ἀμφασίη
The word ἀμφασίη, while unusual as a symptom of love-sickness in any Greek
text, indicates in Homer an individual facing an emotional crisis. It is only used twice in
Homer. It appears once in each epic, but each is profound and central to its epic.39 In the
Iliad, speechlessness seizes Antilochus when he receives news that Patroclus has been
killed (δὴν δέ μιν ἀμφασίη ἐπέων λάβε Iliad 17.695). After hearing the speech of
Menelaus, Antilochus hates it (Ἀντίλοχος δὲ κατέστυγε μῦθον ἀκούσας Iliad 17.694).
This marks for the audience how signi cant the death of Patroclus is and anticipates the
grief that will consume Achilles when he learns the news from Antilochus. Antilochus’
hate for the speech emphasizes just how powerful a reaction it is.40 ἀκούσας also
connects this with Alcimede’s wish to have died when she heard Pelias speak.

Elements that resonate with symptoms of trauma could be read into the text, building on the
theme of love as a crisis. The beginning of Medea’s love is described in military terms as an
arrow, based on the truce-breaking scene of Iliad, see Hunter 1989, 129, Lennox 1980, 66-68. Her
newfound desire is also characterized by terms like “toil” (καμάτῳ, 3.289) and “sweet sorrow”
(γλυκερῇ ἀνίῃ 3.290). In the simile that follows, her love is described as an unspeakable
(ἀθέσφατον) re that is roused up from a small re-brand and burns everything (3.294-95). This
idea that love is unspeakable repeats Aphrodite’s direct invocation of Eros as “unspeakable
evil” (ἄφατον κακόν, 3.129) and strikes a contrast with the will of Zeus as discerned by Phineus
(θέσφατον 2.196, θέσφατα, 2.315).
38

In addition to the two passages discussed here (Iliad 17.694-695 and Odyssey 4.703-704),
Edwards 1991, 129-130 at Iliad 17.695-696 notes that the latter part of this same formula (without
ἀμφασίη) is also repeated at Iliad 23.396-397 and Od. 19.471-472.
39

The verb καταστυγέω only appears elsewhere in Homer when Odysseus’ men behold the
giant Laestrygonian woman, Odyssey 10.113.
40
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Antilochus’ hates the speech/story that is beyond his control. Medea hates her own
story, but simultaneously loves it, since she is just as con icted as Apollonius or the
Argonauts who undertake an impossible voyage. Meanwhile, in the Odyssey, Penelope
is seized by speechlessness when she learns of the suitors’ plot to kill Telemachus upon
his arrival back at Ithaca (Odyssey 4.703-705). Again, a character is gripped by an
awesome emotion at the news that their loved one is or was in danger. As such, it
expresses a moment of crisis and a moment of helplessness in light of a crisis. Penelope
has no way to warn Telemachus of what they are planning, nor could Antilochus avoid
passing the news along to Achilles. Moreover, the silence encourages the audience to
feel the full weight of what has been said, to fully feel the fragility of human life.
In contrast to its infrequency in Homer, Apollonius uses it 5 times. It appears
once in Book 2, three times in Book 3, and once at the opening of Book 4.41 Apollonius
uses this word repeatedly in order to heighten the severity of the crisis in his text, which
comes to a head in Book 3. When speechlessness seizes Medea, we are, at least on the
surface, far from the Homeric precedent in at least two signi cant ways. The rst
2.409 (Jason and Argonauts), 3.284 (Medea), 3.811 (Medea), 3.1372 (Aeetes), 4.3 (poetnarrator). A different word is used when silence seizes Aphrodite (Κύπριν δ᾽ ἐνεοστασίη λάβε
μύθων, 3.76). This word according to LSJ is a true hapax legonomenon, but is related to ἐνεός
which seems to appear primarily in scienti c and philosophical texts. Perhaps this indicates a
middle ground between representing the dif cult situation of Book 3, and insulating the gods
from the same kind of emotional crisis that someone like Medea could experience. Herweden
(Mnemos. 11, 1883, 408, cl. Ii. 409), proposes that ἀμφασίη also be read at 1.262 during the scene
of Alcimede’s lament. While Fraenkel chose to print this, it does not seem to me that there are
suf cient grounds to doubt the text as it was transmitted (μήτηρ τ᾽ ἀμφ᾽ αὐτὸν βεβολημένη).
The argument seems to largely depend on the fact that there is no parallel for ἀμφιβάλλω in the
middle voice. One could compare a similar passage, Odyssey 8.527 ἀμφ᾽ αὐτῷ χυμένη. The
middle voice makes sense in this context.
41
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difference is discursive. Both in the case of Penelope and in the case of Antilochus, the
narrator reports that silence seizes them to mark this gesture as a signi cant element
within a conversation between at least two interlocutors. Penelope is delayed in
responding to Medon who has just given her the news, and Menelaus - or really
Achilles unwittingly - waits for Antilochus to respond. Medea’s verbal engagement to
this point in the Argonautica has consisted of a cry at the sight of strangers in the city.
Beyond this, she has not spoken to anyone (although the palace of Aeetes had been
abuzz at the arrival of strangers) and it is not clear that there is anyone who might even
notice that she has fallen silent. Her silence is internalized, only visible to the reader.42
Indeed, her silence and reaction to the sight of Jason can mirror the poet’s, who, alone,
separated from the characters, observes it all.
The second difference from the Homeric precedent is that the speechlessness
does not respond to the death or danger of a loved one. While she does not yet fear for
the safety of a loved one, she will shortly worry about Jason, and this love will be the
cause of her ultimate decision to kill her own children, something that Penelope worries
someone else might do to her own child. In fact, the second time that she is held by
ἀμφασίη (3.811), it is the manifestation of a fear of Hades, as she contemplates suicide,
and so, a kind of fear for a loved one, that is, herself. At the beginning of this midnight

For contrast, at 2.408-410, the Argonauts fall into silence after hearing the prophecies of
Phineus. This silence indicates a delay in the response to Phineus. The particles δὴν and ὀψὲ
mirror the passage in Odyssey 4.703-706, where the two words appear in the rst foot of 704 and
706 signifying a silence of some length when a reply is expected.
42
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episode, the poet-narrator lists people who prepare to rest and this culminates with the
mother of dead children (καί τινα παίδων | μητέρα τεθνεώτων, 3.747-748). The
speechlessness that takes Medea is one that expresses the crisis that is her story. Her
silence is a hesitation to participate and become complicit in the story that is her
suffering.
At the opening of Book 4, the poet-narrator invokes the muse, ostensibly handing
over the task of telling the story of Medea entirely to her (beginning the Book
emphatically with αὐτή) and explains that his mind is twisted up inside with
speechlessness (ἦ γὰρ ἔμοιγε | ἀμφασίῃ νόος ἔνδον ἑλίσσεται, 4.2-3) about how to
describe Medea’s departure from Colchis. The narrator-poet is explicitly worried about
the story and what he will say (ἐνίσπω, 4.4). The language echoes the hesitations of
Medea both in the reappearance of the noun ἀμφασίη twice used of Medea earlier and
in verb ἑλίσσεται, which was used to describe Medea curling up in bed after
attempting to leave her room four times (εἱλιχθεῖσα, 3.655). We see that the anxieties
about the story that begins with the marginal female voices of Book 1 rises to the
highest level of control in the epic as we reach the nal book.43

Whereas the dilemma of Zeus in Book 16 of the Iliad is about what will happen, the poet’s
crisis is how to interpret Medea’s motivation. Hunter 2015, 84: “the poet cannot decide on
Medea’s motivation”. This interest in her motivation mirrors the philosophical readers’ interest
special interest in Eur. Med. 1078-79, where her heart prevails over her plans, see Dillon 1997.
Interestingly, Apollonius describes her rst silence in terms of her heart θυμός, but describes his
own silence in terms of his mind, νοός, perhaps teasing the philosophical division of heart and
mind that was a philosophical focus in discussions of Medea.
43
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8. Conclusio
Apollonius’ Argonautica is a unique epic in many ways. Not least do we nd it to be
distinctive in the way it incorporates anxieties and hesitations about the story. The
poem represents voices that resist the story in various ways, but especially by wishing
things had not gone they way they did. One voice in particular, that of Medea, appears
to resist the story, even as it becomes clear that she will in fact have the power to control
the story. Medea is a character who straddles the divide of mortal and god in the sense
that she has some power to control the narrative, but will still suffer from the results of
the story. In the Argonautica, it is almost as if she is aware of this, as she anxiously delays
speaking for hundreds of lines. Her anxiety about speaking re ects the anxiety of the
poet in telling the story.
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CHAPTER THRE
The Whispers of Theocritu

1. Silence and Whisper in Theocritu
While Apollonius’ Argonautica is deeply engaged with the theme of silence, among
other things as a way to explore the uncertainties of telling the story of Medea,
Theocritus’ Idylls do not often invite the reader to notice the silences of the characters or
their bucolic world. Apollonius uses words for silence more consistently than
Theocritus.1 Every time a character stops singing in an Idyll there is, of course, a silence,
and some of these can be quite signi cant. For instance, the silence of Lacon in Idyll 5
decides the outcome of their singing contest and is of special literary signi cance.2
Daphnis’ silence in the face of the remarks of Hermes and Priapus in Idyll 1 is also

ἀμφασίη appears 5 times in the Argonautica and once in any other remotely contemporary
poetic texts (Bion on Apollo and Hyacinth). σίγη/σιγάω/σῖγα appears in Apollonius 16 times,
5 times in Theocritus (2.37-38 (three times), 15.96, 16.54) and in no other poet. Apollonius does
not use σιωπή, etc. which appears once in Herodas, 4 times in Callimachus. Likewise,
Apollonius does not use any ἡσυχία related words, whereas they appear 6 times in Theocritus
(2.11, 2.99, 6.12, 14.10, 14.27, 7.126), 3 times in Aratus, 5 times in Callimachus. But the Homeric
equivalent εὔκηλος/ἕκηλος appears 16 times in Apollonius, 4 times in Theocritus (2.166, 17.97,
23.57, 25.100). While this rough survey shows some use of words for silence, they heavily lean
toward the mimes.
1

Domany 2009 reads as the singer’s humiliation to have been caught in a lie. Stanzel 2021,
356-357 argues that the judge Morson’s statement “I order the shepherd to stop” (παύσασθαι
κέλομαι τὸν ποιμένα, 5.138) implies that Lacon did not fail to respond, but Morson had
reached his judgment. Domany 2009, 385, n.11 notes that an exploration of silence in the Idylls
could be a rich topic. I agree with this and hope that this chapter draws out some of the
interesting ways silence appears in Theocritus, but found myself drawn to a reading centered
around the concept of whispers.
2
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striking.3 But most of the time, such suppression of voice (or sound) is not brought to
the attention of the reader.4 The poet tends to emphasize the sounds of nature and the
sounds of music as mutually encouraging rather than in competition with one another.5
In Idyll 16, the poet, while making the case for contemporary elites to support poets of
the day, observes that Eumaeus, Philoetus, and Laertes would have been silenced
(ἐσιγάθη) if not for the songs of the Ionian man (Idyll 16.54-57). This is one of the few
places where Theocritus uses a word for silence in his Idylls and it illustrates that poetry
is conceived as a power to defy silence and give voice to even the most modest and
reclusive characters. Eumaeus, Philoetus and Laertes can be read as literary models for
the characters of pastoral poetry, whose voices are ampli ed out of silence.6
The theme of hesychia, “quietness,” is commonly identi ed as a central theme to
pastoral.7 In Idyll 7, the character Simichidas, who embodies the city-dweller’s desire to
join the bucolic world, makes this concept part of the culminating wish in his
bucolicizing song, although it is important to note that this is the only appearance of the
“The cowherd did not reply to them” τὼς δ᾽ οὐδὲν ποτελέξαθ᾽ ὁ βουκόλος, 1.92. Discussed
below. Klooster 2021, 371–72, following de Zarate 2012, 13–41 reads this silence together with
Daphnis’ refusal to sing as a negative example: Daphnis dies because he chose not to cure his
love by song.
3

The Lament for Bion (attributable to Moschus) pays considerable attention to the voice and the
silence left behind by the poet, e.g. Echo grieves that she is silent and odes not imitate Bion’s
lips. (30-31).
4

Baraz 2015 points out that Calpurnius takes pastoral in the new direction of silencing nature in
order that poets could sing.
5

6

Gutzwiller 1983, 227–28.

7

For instance, Cairns 1984, Hunter 1999, 14-17.
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term in the entire corpus.8

μηκέτι τοι φρουρέωμες ἐπὶ προθύροισιν, Ἄρατε
μηδὲ πόδας τρίβωμες· ὁ δ᾽ ὄρθριος ἄλλον ἀλέκτω
κοκκύσδων νάρκαισιν ἀνιαραῖσι διδοίη
εἷς δ᾽ ἀπὸ τᾶσδε, φέριστε, Μόλων ἄγχοιτο παλαίστρας.
ἄμμιν δ᾽ ἁσυχία τε μέλοι, γραία τε παρεί
ἅτις ἐπιφθύζοισα τὰ μὴ καλὰ νόσφιν ἐρύκοι
No longer let us stand watch at the entrances, Aratus, and let us not wear down
our feet; may the early rising rooster give someone else to the painful numbings,
as it crows; and, best of men, may one from this wrestling school, Molon, be
strangled. May leisure be a care for us, and may the old woman be present who
while spitting/whispering keeps the not good things away from us. (7.122-127

Here ἁσυχία (Doric ἡσυχία, “quietness”) can be understood abstractly as rest from toil,
but in the context of bucolic poetry — and the above passage in particular — where the

The adverb appears once in Idyll 6, twice in Idyll 2 and twice in Idyll 14, as noted in footnote 1.
Rosenmeyer 1969, 67 observes that hasychia is rarely named explicitly in Theocritus’ poems due
to his “refusal to use abstractions.”
8
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sounds are so important to the setting, an auditory sense must be part of the meaning.9
Simichidas prays for this abstraction, but he surrounds it with concrete imagery, and in
particular two sounds.10 The crowing of the rooster preceding the injunction for quiet is
a noise that keeps the lover awake and in pain.11 But when an old woman, in a rustic
restatement of the wish for peace, guards against pains by singing charms, we hear
something else. Most read ἐπιφθύζοισα as “spit at,” but it is plausible to read it as

For the close connection between sounds and the natural world, see LeVen 2020. When
Simichidas invokes this term, it is clearly an abstraction, but it is cast in contrast to the sound of
roosters crowing. Cairns 1984 puts it in abstract terms as well: “The rustics are, it might be
suggested, like the boy in the third scene on the cup, who neglects his material cares and
occupies himself with a poetic πόνος which is true ἁσυχία.”
9

Hunter 1999, 190 notes how Simichidas juxtaposes rusticity with the ‘intellectual’ ideal of
ἁσυχία, “just the last of the tonal paradoxes in which the poem has abounded.”On Simichidas’
use of the noun, Rosenmeyer 1969, 67 oddly lumps it in with description of the locus amoenus
which follows the competition: “Only at the end of Idyll 7 is hasychia prominently mentioned, at
a moment when the narrator takes matters into his own hands and describes the near take-over
of nature at the Coan picnic.” Van Sickle 1972, 351 notes that Rosenmeyer cites it imprecisely as
one illustration of his incomplete discussion of how key terms are used. Rosenmeyer does
elucidate some of the literary history of the term, in particular suggesting that it was an
aristocratic virtue, perhaps adding another reason for its scarcity in Theocritus. We might also
add that this passage echoes Odyssey 18.22 where Odysseus anticipates that he will have ἡσυχία
after beating Irus, framing it as primarily opposed to physical con ict. Simichidas similarly
contrasts it with the wrestling imagery used in the 7.125. The noun does not appear elsewhere
in the Iliad or Odyssey. ἡσύχιος appears once at Iliad 21.598 for peace in opposition to war.
10

The crowing rooster recalls Lycidas’ earlier use of the participle “crowing” (κοκκύζοντες,
7.48) to describe the activity of ambitious poets that he hates.
11
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“whisper” or “sing quietly” instead.12 Simichidas’ juxtaposition of ἁσυχία with
ἐπιφθύζοισα suggests a rough equivalency between quiet and whispering. While the
abstract concept of ἁσυχία remains in the background outside of Simichidas’ song, a
whisper gures prominently into the programmatic opening of Idyll 1.
Rather than focus on a poetics of quiet, therefore, I submit that we can read a
kind of poetics of whispers in Theocritus. This follows the opening line of Idyll 1, where,
as we shall see, the pine sings a sweet whisper and effectively establishes how loud we
should imagine the poem, and genre, to be. The bucolic characters have a voice, but
when Theocritus unpacks the peace of Hieron in Idyll 16, the description blossoms into a
glimpse of the bucolic world that culminates in what would be absent there: armor is
buried under spiderwebs13 and there is no longer a name for the war cry.14 The loud
cries and clanging armor of martial epic are not a part of this world. But the “cicada

It is glossed as sussurus (Thes. 783B s.v. φθύζω). ἐπιφθύζω is a coinage that appears only here
and possibly in Theocritus Idyll 2, at line 62 (where Gow opts for the papyrus reading of
ἐπιτρύζω). But otherwise, it only appears where scholiasts are attempting to explain it. (In
addition to the scholia on Theocritus, Eustatius of Thessalonice uses this word twice as an
example of the switch to aspirants.) The scholia say that it is the Doric equivalent to the word
for spitting (φθύζειν δὲ τὸ πτύειν ∆ωρικῶς), and add that old women were accustomed to spit
too whenever they sing incantations. (ἅτις ἐπιφθύζουσα: ἥτις ἐπῳδαῖς περὶ ἡμᾶς
ἀποδιοπομπήσαιτο. φθύζειν δὲ τὸ πτύειν ∆ωρικῶς· εἰώθασι γὰρ αἱ γραῖαι, ὅταν ἐπƒδωσιν,
ἐπιπτύειν. Scholia in Theocritum ad loc.) Meanwhile, the scholia for Theocritus 2.62 glosses it
as ἐπιπτύουσα, ἐπƒδουσα ἡσύχως. While the context in Idyll 2 more clearly requires something
that means “sing quietly,” it is telling that this was considered a legitimate gloss.
12

In this clause, the spiders and spiderwebs nicely surround and hide the word “armor” ὅπλ᾽,
which with elision is reduced to a single — short! — syllable.
13

Bacchylides Paean fr. 4 lines 61-80 anticipate both the spider webs on the armor — although
for Bacchylides, the language gives equal space to both armor and spiderwebs — and the
sounds of war, in that case, the sounds of bronze trumpets.
14
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sounds” (τέττιξ … ἀχεῖ, 16.94-96) and “the innumerable livestock bleat” (αἱ ἀνάριθμοι
| μήλων … βληχῷντο, 16.90-92), relating some of the sounds that do ll out the bucolic
world.
The whisper captures some aspects of the hesychia, but also brings into focus
other elements of Theocritus’ poetics. It is a poetry that can be imagined as nearly
inaudible — the whisper of the pine and the song of Thyrsis are not loud enough for
Pan to hear them and wake up — and in that respect it is silent.15 Rather than a total
suppression of the voice, it is a partial suppression of it. It can be intimate, reclusive,
obscure. But those who listen closely, like Theocritus, will hear it.
Theocritus draws on certain parts of the literary tradition to shape his poetics of
whispers, and similarly silences or censors other parts of the tradition. Most central to
this chapter is the whisper of the pine which looks back to Aristophanes and Plato, but
not Homer. This is not to say that Theocritus is entirely anti-Homeric. As is well
established and as many of my own comments will suggest, Homer’s texts loom large
in the background for Theocritus. But the whisper can serve as a guide for interpreting

Montiglio 2000, 289–290 observes that “in Greek ‘silence’ also means ‘in a low voice’: any
vocal expression that is not fully audible can be called silence.” The notion of whether
something is “fully audible” is vague — presumably Montiglio means fully audible to an
intended audience. But the whisper, which might count for silence at a musical performance, for
instance, is a bit of an in-between case.
15
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the new and unique poetics of Theocritus.16 The whisper may be emphasized second to
pleasure, based on the rst line of Idyll 1, but it illustrates several aspects of what is
special about Theocritus’ bucolic poetry and can function as a master metaphor for his
poetry.
The whisper emphasizes intimacy and closeness, but also the marginal and
secondary nature of bucolic poetry and its theme. It is this willingness to follow in the
footsteps of others that opens the possibility for a poetics that embraces a level of
obscurity. Bucolic songs do not claim they will last forever or be reperformed year after
year. A bucolic song does not even need to be heard or fully understood by all. It can be
subrational, non-informational. But it should elicit and to some extent satisfy a desire to
hear a bucolic song, or the whispering of trees on a calm day. In the intimacy of the
bucolic world, the whisper can also alert us to a sort of censorship in the Idylls. Rural
intimacy, and sexual relations in general, in the Greek world and imagination
traditionally include the complications of rape and sexual violence. Pan, the primary
god of bucolic, is particularly known for violent sexual desires. Theocritus’ Idylls seem
to magically charm away or hide much of these unpleasant aspects of the bucolic world.
When we think of the poet as purveyor of information, the contrast of vocabulary
of silence in Theocritus and in Apollonius is ironic. Apollonius makes silence a highly
The main focus of this chapter is on the bucolic poems (Idylls 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11), but many
of my observations are relevant to the rest of his poetry. There are many aspects of Theocritus
poetry that can be considered new and different. Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004, 138–39 on
Theocritus as something “between” tragedy and comedy. Payne 2007 on the Idylls as a bucolic
world.
16
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visible theme in his epic that plays upon an anxiety that the audience has too much
information. Theocritus’ poetry in contrast does not give as much space to the gaps in
communication, and yet frequently Theocritus’ poems give us too little information or
tell obscure stories.
In a sense, the approach of this chapter imitates Theocritus. It nds its shape in a
series of mini-essays exploring the different ways whispering can shed light on
elements of the poems. One might fancifully describe it as a series of idylls about Idylls.
To use another Theocritean metaphor, it is like a tree. There are several shorter sections
that each branches out from the core concept of the whisper, adding layers of shade and
shape to the tree. Each branch is in a sense separate, but all join together at the trunk
and form one individual tree.

1.1. The Whisper of Idyll 1
The sound and voice that establishes the vocal standard for bucolic poetry is the
whisper at the opening of Idyll 1. The opening lines of Idyll 1 establish themes and
vocabulary for Idylls as a whole

ἁδύ τι τὸ ψιθύρισμα καὶ ἁ πίτυς, αἰπόλε, τήνα
ἁ ποτὶ ταῖς παγαῖσι, μελίσδεται, ἁδὺ δὲ καὶ τ
συρίσδες· μετὰ Πᾶνα τὸ δεύτερον ἆθλον ἀποισῇ
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Sweet the whisper that the pine also sings, goatherd, that one by the springs, and
sweetly too do you play the syrinx; after Pan, you will carry off the second prize

The text begins with an insistent interest in re ecting back upon its own nature as song.
Thyrsis indulges the reader with vocabulary that can be used to describe the sound of a
song.17 While less direct than Vergil’s cano or Homer’s ἄειδε, the opening of Idyll 1 sets
up ideas about how we should understand or re ect on the literary artifact.18 These
lines provide a starting point for thinking about Theocritus’ poetry in general. One
might observe that here poetry can be understood in relation to the sounds of nature.19
It also includes ideas of competition (between human and nature; between human and
god) and ideas of evaluation (this music is sweet), both aspects of literary selfconsciousness. The adjective “sweet” ἁδύ also provides a key term for what can be seen
as a core value of Theocritus’ poetic work.20
The noun “whisper” however, unlike the two other words for sounds in the

17

ψιθύρισμα “whisper”, μελίσδεται “sing”, συρίσδες “pipe”, with more in the following lines.

Similarly to Vergil or Homer, Theocritus’ opening pretends to be a record for an oral
performance.
18

Gutzwiller 1991, 84-85 argues that the initial lines “create the impression that man and nature
are almost interchangeable, virtually indistinguishable, in the world vision of these rustics”.
19

See Hunter 1983, 92-98, Halliwell 2011, 45-9, Peponi 2012, 51-58 for “sweet” as an aesthetic
concept and literary term of evaluation in general. Van Sickle 1975, 54-58 discusses “sweet” as a
thematic word established in Idyll 1 that is also important in other Idylls. Sistakou 2021 argues
that sweetness is “an all-pervasive aesthetic term which marks indelibly what later came to be
designated as ‘bucolic poetics’.”
20
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does not have a clear place in the bucolic world. It seems to be transferred from its
normal usage in describing quiet human speech-acts, which adds to the complexity of a
nature-art dichotomy.21 Perhaps the image of the pine whispering is a ne example of a
‘sweet’ idea.22 But how the speech act of whispering interacts with the poetics of
Theocritus remains to be explored. As I will show, this noun neatly marks a contrast
with the epic tradition and anticipates signi cant trends in Theocritus’ bucolic corpus.
Whispering is chosen by Theocritus because of its ability to marginalize and obfuscate.

2. A Literary History of Whisper
Whispering is a risky area of speech, where the speaker wants to be heard, but not by
everyone. This person might have something to hide or they might be unsure about
making a public statement. One can connect it with duplicity or indecision. In the Iliad,
it appears as foil to the heroic. Hector, as he prepares to face Achilles in Book 22,
considers pleading with him to accept some ransom for his life. Hector observes,
however, that Achilles would slay him naked like a woman and that it would be
impossible to have a lovers’ chat with him, just as youth and maiden whisper intimately
to one another (ὀαρίζετον, Il. 22.128). In the Book 5 of the Iliad, Ares comes to Zeus to

21

Gutzwiller 1991, 235 n.1 cites the scholiast (ad 1d) who identi es the whisper as catachresis.

Hunter 1999, 70-71 suggests that Theocritus may have already been in uenced by critical
categories that include descriptions of nature in terms properly applicable to men as ‘sweet.’
22
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opening lines (μελίσδεται and συρίσδες comprise a pair basic to the bucolic world),

criticizes Ares for coming and whispering to him, evidently parodying the heroic
qualities a warrior should have (μινύριζε, Il. 5.889). Achilles also suggests to Odysseus
that the embassy has come to whisper untrustworthy words to him (τρύζετε, Il.
9.308-311).23 While in Homer it is pretty clear that whispering is a foil for the heroic
voice, the rst Idyll of Theocritus begins with a whisper that does not have quite so clear
a social resonance and is not a word that was used in any form in the Homeric poems
Theocritus’ word, ψιθύρισμα and the related ψίθυρος and ψιθυρίζω, have their
earliest attestation in Bacchylides 19.6 and Pindar Pythian 2.75. Pindar gives us a sense
of what moral category a whisper falls into:

ὁ δὲ Ῥαδάμανθυς εὖ πέπραγεν, ὅτι φρενῶν
ἔλαχε καρπὸν ἀμώμητον, οὐδ᾽ ἀπάταισι θυμὸν τέρπεται ἔνδοθεν
οἷα ψιθύρων παλάμαις ἕπετ᾽ αἰεὶ βροτῷ
“But Rhadamanthys prospers in the perfect yield of his good sense: he takes no
joy in subterfuges that always stalk a man where whisperers are scheming.”
(Pindar Pyth. 2.73-75 tr. Nisetich

People who whisper represent a eld of thorns for the good man. This echoes and

Both this passage and 5.889 juxtapose the whispering - τρύζετε in the former, μινύριζε in the
latter - with a participle for “sitting alongside.”
23
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complain about Athena’s support for Diomedes due to which he was wounded. Zeus

darkens the picture of whispering we get from the Iliad. Bacchylides fragment 19 (or 3)
line 6 contains only this adjective and a word that is likely related to deception.24 The
chorus in Sophocles’s Ajax describes the speeches of Odysseus with this word and joins
that with the participle πλασσών, suggesting that Odysseus crafts deceptive speeches.25
In Plato’s Euthydemus, one of the brothers whispers to Socrates as the other goes on
asking sophistic questions, the perfect picture of a con dence artist taking pride in
quietly sharing his secrets.26
The author of Against Neaera (ascribed to Demosthenes) refers to a location with
reference to the whispering Hermes (ψιθυριστής), which suggests that there was a
temple or statue for him there. In the context of the speech, the location suggests a place
of low repute. Bekker’s Anecdota Graeca adds that whispering Aphrodite and Eros, as
well as whispering Hermes, have statues in Athens.27 We can nd source for Aphrodite
Bacchylides fr. 19.
απ̣ατ̣[η]ς καὶ ψίθυ[ρος]
24

Sophocles Ajax 147-48: τοιούσδε λόγους ψιθύρους πλάσσων|εἰς ὦτα φέρει πᾶσιν
Ὀδυσσεύς. Montiglio 2000: 87-88 juxtaposes this passage with the above passage from Pindar as
voices that rise up to compete with praise songs.
25

Plato Euth. 276 d9. ἃ ἐπίστανται ἢ ἃ μὴ ἐπίστανται; Καὶ ὁ ∆ιονυσόδωρος πάλιν μικρὸν
πρός με ψιθυρίσας, (e) καὶ τοῦτ’, ἔφη, ὦ Σώκρατες, ἕτερον τοιοῦτον οἷον τὸ
26

Bekker Anecdota Graeca, 317 (in: λεξεις ῥητορικαι or ΛΕΞΕΙΣ ΡΗΤΟΡΙΚΑΙ
Ψιθυριστὴς Ἑρμῆς: ἀγάλματά εἰσιν Ἀθήνῃσιν ψιθυριστοῦ καὶ Ἔρωτος καῖ Ἀφροδίτης καὶ
Ἑρμοῦ, ἅπερ πρῶτος ἐποίησε Θησεύς, ἐπειδὴ Φαῖδρα ἐψιθύρισε Θησεῖ κατὰ Ἱππολύτου,
διαβάλλουσα αὐτόν. ἤ ὅτι παρὰ τὸ τοῦ Ἑρμοῦ ἄγαλμα πορευομένους τὰ ἀπόρρητα
συντίθεσθαι καὶ ψιθυρίζειν ἀλλήλοις περὶ ὧν βούλονται.
“Whispering Hermes: there are statues of whispering Eros and Aphrodite and Hermes in
Athens, which Theseus rst set up, when Phaedra whispered to Theseus against Hippolytus
and slandered him. Or because people walking by the statue of Hermes observe the
unspeakable things and whisper to one another about what they wish.”
27
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and Eros as whispering (ψίθυρος) in Eustathius of Thessalonice’s commentary on the
Odyssey. There he comments on 20.8, where Odysseus is vexed by the noise of the maids
laughing happily, to the point that he has to calm himself down so he does not kill them
right there.28 Eustathius commenting on the line apparently considers this a good
opportunity to disuss the word for feminine laughter despite its absence in the Homeric
text. Nevertheless, his comments indulge in the kind of associations that may well have
been at play in the time of Theocritus.

ἔτι ἰστέον καὶ ὅτι τὸν γυναικεῖον γέλων κιχλισμὸν ἐκάλουν οἱ παλαιοὶ,
ὁποῖος τις καὶ ἄρτι ὁ δουλικός. οἱ δ᾽ αὐτοὶ καὶ χύτραν ἔλεγον εἶδός τι
φιλήματος, καθὰ καὶ δράπετον καὶ παιδάριον. Παυσανίας δὲ καὶ γιγλισμὸν
γένος λέγει φιλήματος. τὸ μέντοι γιγρὶ ἐπιφώνημά τι ἐπὶ καταμωκήσει, ὡς ἐν
ῥητορικῷ κεῖται λεξικῷ. ἐξ οὗ καὶ γιγρὼν ἀφροδισιακός, φασι, δαίμων, ὃς καὶ
δοκεῖ διάκονος γενέσθαι τῷ Ἄρει τῆς μοιχείας. ὅρα δὲ ὡς οὐ μόνον
πολυλογεῖν ἀνοίκειον γυναιξὶν, αἷς κόσμον ἡ σιγὴ φέρει, ἀλλὰ καὶ ὁ ἄθρους
γέλως καὶ ἡ ἀκόλουθος εὐφροσύνη. χρὴ γὰρ, ὡς ταπολλὰ, ἡσύχως ἔχειν
αὐτάς. διὸ καὶ ψιθύρου Ἀφροδίτης κατὰ Παυσανίαν ἱερὸν ἦν Ἀθήνῃσι καὶ
Ἔρωτος δέ· οὗ καὶ ∆εμοσθένης, φησι, μέμνηται ἐν τῷ κατὰ Νεαίρας. ἐκαλεῖτο

Odyssey 20.1-21 does not use the word that Eustathius discusses here, but only the less speci c
γέλων and εὐφροσύνη. The Odyssey passage does include Odysseus’ struggle with himself to
remain quiet and not take vengeance on the laughing women.
28
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δέ, φασι, ψίθυρος διὰ τὸ τὰς εὐχομένας αὐτῇ πρὸς τὸ οὖς λέγειν, ὅ περ
ἐδήλου μὲν χρῆναι μυστηεριάζεσθαι τὰ τοιαῦτα. οὐκ ἦν δὲ ἀπεικὸς, δηλοῦν
καὶ τὸ δεῖν εἶναι ἀπέχειν τὸ τρανὲς τῶν φωνῶν, ὧν μέρος καὶ τὰ θρασέα
γελοιαστικά
Now, it must be set down also that the ancients called the feminine laugh
kikhlismon, of the sort that more recently is considered servile. They also said a
khutra is some form of a kiss, as well as a runaway and young slave. Pausanias
says that giglismon is a kind of kiss. Moreover gigri is a phrase for mockery, as is
set down in the rhetorical lexicon. From which, they say, also Gigron is a daimon
of Aphrodite, who was thought to be the go-between in her adultery with Ares.
Note that not only is speaking a lot alien to women, for whom silence is
beautiful, but also laughter in crowds (or “abundant laughter”) and
accompanying merriment [is alien]. For it is right, mostly, that they keep quiet.
Wherefore, there was also a temple of whispering Aphrodite and Eros in Athens,
according to Pausanias; he says that Demosthenes mentions it in his speech
against Neaera. They say she is called whispering on account of the fact that
those praying to her speak to her ear, which very fact clari es that these sorts of
things must be held as mysteries. It is not inappropriate, to be clear and that it is
necessary to refrain from distinctness of voices, of which a part is bold laughter.
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Eustathius here draws together how quiet whispers, silence, and low laughter could be
seen to gure into ideas of the erotic, subordination of women, and religion. The
transgressions of the maids are made audible here in their laughter and merriment.
Their social status requires less uproarious laughter, but their laughter is enough to
serve as a symbol of disrespect, one that Odysseus will bear in his heart until he has an
opportunity to kill them. Eustathius’ source, Pausanias (the Atticist), quotes Zopyrus (of
Byzantium, cf. FHG. IV 533, fr. 6) for the claim that Theseus set up the statues for
whispering Eros, Aphrodite, and Hermes, after Phaedra whispered (ἐψιθύρισε) to
Theseus against Hippolytus, slandering him.29 Pausanias adds that people going by the
temple observe the prohibition to speak (τὰ ἀπόρρητα) and whisper to one another.
The notion that there was a temple for Whispering Aphrodite, Eros, and Hermes in
Athens could reinforce the association with illicit affairs. The whispers of Phaedra in the
myth of her love for Hippolytus again shroud whispering in a cloud of ill repute.
The erotic connotations of ψιθύρισμα are emphasized by two appearances of the
verb among poems attributeable to Theocritus. In Idyll 2, Simaetha uses ψιθυρίζω when
describing the moment of closest intimacy, as she remembers her physical contact with

Pausanias “Collection of Attic Names
H. Erbse, Untersuchungen zu den attizistischen Lexika [Abhandlungen der deutschen Akademie der
Wissenschaften zu Berlin, Philosoph.-hist. Kl.. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1950
s.v. Ψιθυριστὴς Ἑρμῆς· ∆ημοσθένης ἐν τῷ κατὰ Νεαίρας (LIX 39). ἀγάλματά εἰσιν Ἀθήνησι
Ψιθυριστοῦ Ἑρμοῦ καὶ Ἀφροδίτης καὶ Ἔρωτος, ἅπερ πρῶτος ἐποίησεν, ὥς φησι Ζώπυρος
(FHG. IV 533, fr. 6), Θησεύς, ἐπεὶ Φαίδρα, ὥς φασιν, ἐψιθύρισε Θησεῖ κατὰ Ἱππολύτου
διαβάλλουσα αὐτόν· οἱ δὲ ἀνθρωπινώτερόν φασιν Ἑρμῆν Ψιθυριστὴν παρὰ τὸ ἀνθρώπους
ἐκεῖ συνερχομένους τὰ ἀπόρρητα συντίθεσθαι καὶ ψιθυρίζειν ἀλλήλοις, περὶ ὧν βούλονται.
29
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her (former) lover Delphis.

καὶ ταχὺ χρὼς ἐπὶ χρωτὶ πεπαίνετο, καὶ τὰ πρόσωπ
θερμότερ᾽ ἦς ἢ πρόσθε, καὶ ἐψιθυρίσδομες ἁδύ.
And quickly skin grew soft upon skin, and our faces were warmer than before,
and we whispered sweetly. (Idyll 2.140-41

Whispering is grouped together with the softness of skin and the warmth of faces in a
physical description of the intimacy that precedes the greatest things (τὰ μέγιστα) as
Simaetha describes it. While there is no way to know that the content of their whispers
were deceptive, Simaetha already calls herself ταχυπειθής (2.138) after his speech to
her. One can only imagine what they whispered to one another. The phrase “whispered
sweetly” closely recalls Idyll 1.1. The sweet whispering in Idyll 1 appears musical,
perhaps agonistic. But in Idyll 2, sweetly whispering becomes incredibly intimate and
erotically charged. Similarly, in Idyll 27, after the protagonist (Daphnis) convinces the
maiden to sleep with him, their intimacy is described in terms of whispering ( ὣς οἳ μὲν
χλοεροῖσιν ἰαινόμενοι μελέεσσιν | ἀλλήλοις ψιθύριζον. “In this way, rejoicing in
fresh limbs they whispered to one another,” 27.67-68).30 How much of this erotic quality
This passage bears a certain similarity to Iliad 22.127-28 which was discussed earlier and
perhaps serves as a model for the later author: τῷ ὀαριζέμεναι, ἅ τε παρθένος ἠΐθεός τε |
παρθένος ἠΐθεός τ᾽ ὀαρίζετον ἀλλήλοιιν.
Certainly it would be an appropriate source for a poem that comes down to use with the title
ὀαριστύς, “the intimate conversation”
30
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should we read in Idyll 1’s opening
In Plato’s Gorgias, Callicles makes a remarkably clear assessment of the kind of
person who goes about whispering. As part of an attempt to strip philosophy of a
permanent role in a person’s life, he suggests that it is only appropriate for the youth
and characterizes grown-up philosophers as whispering in corners with boys.

ὅταν δὲ δὴ πρεσβύτερον ἴδω ἔτι φιλοσοφοῦντα καὶ μὴ ἀπαλλαττόμενον,
πληγῶν μοι δοκεῖ ἤδη δεῖσθαι, ὦ Σώκρατες, οὗτος ὁ ἀνήρ. ὃ γὰρ νυνδὴ
ἔλεγον, ὑπάρχει τούτῳ τῷ ἀνθρώπῳ, κἂν πάνυ εὐφυὴς ᾖ, ἀνάνδρῳ γενέσθαι
φεύγοντι τὰ μέσα τῆς πόλεως καὶ τὰς ἀγοράς, ἐν αἷς ἔφη ὁ ποιητὴς τοὺς
ἄνδρας ἀριπρεπεῖς γίγνεσθαι, καταδεδυκότι δὲ τὸν λοιπὸν βίον βιῶναι μετὰ
μειρακίων ἐν γωνίᾳ τριῶν ἢ τεττάρων ψιθυρίζοντα, ἐλεύθερον δὲ καὶ μέγα
καὶ ἱκανὸν μηδέποτε φθέγξασθαι.
But when I see an elderly man still going on with philosophy and not getting rid
of it, that is the gentleman, Socrates, whom I think in need of a whipping. For as I
said just now, this person, however well endowed he may be, is bound to
become unmanly through shunning the centers and markets of the city, in
which, as the poet said, “men get them note and glory”; he must cower down
and spend the rest of his days whispering in a corner with three or four lads, and
never utter anything free or high or spirited. (Plato Gorgias 485d-e, tr. Lamb)
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The too-old philosopher is an emasculated slave. He needs whipping and becomes unmanned because he ees the center of the city and the agora. This person whispers in a
corner with three or four boys, and never pronounces (or simply “sounds”
φθέγξασθαι) anything free, great, or suf cient. Socrates’ alleged preference for staying
out of politics is a likely subtext here.31 But more generally, Callicles articulates the
expectation that a real political life is lived through a loud voice, while those who
whisper relegate themselves to the margins of society and forego any right to
participate or make themselves known in matters of signi cance (ἐλεύθερον, μέγα,
ἱκανόν). This may be appropriate for a child, but not for outstanding men.32 The phrase
ἄνδρας ἀριπρεπεῖς apparently refers to Iliad 9.441: “not yet knowing battle, nor agorae,
where men become outstanding.” The reference to Homer underlines this as a
traditionally minded view, one resting on great authority.
In Theocritus, separation from the agora is everywhere. The bucolic setting is by
de nition remote and its characters do not strive to be “outstanding men.”33 Even the

See Plato Apology, where he argues that a good person cannot be involved in politics; and yet,
witness that he did not avoid participating in the βουλή.
31

The suggestion that whispering is for non-men can also connect to a poetics of youth in
Theocritus, see Ambühl 2021.
32

Cf. Idyll 14.55-56, where Aeschinas aspires to be mediocre: οὔτε κάκιστος | οὔτε πρᾶτος
ἴσως, ὁμαλὸς δέ τις ὁ στρατιώτας. “Neither worst nor rst perhaps, but any ordinary soldier.”
It is perhaps ironic to consider that Homer also compares the nest speakers of the agora to
crickets, the exemplar of the bucolic voice. Iliad 3.150-152: ἀλλ᾽ ἀγορηταὶ | ἐσθλοί, τεττίγεσσιν
ἐοικότες οἵ τε καθ᾽ ὕλην | δενδρέῳ ἐφεζόμενοι ὄπα λειριόεσσαν ἱεῖσι.)
33
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urban mimes are mostly set in private places.34 The closest an Idyll gets to the agora is
in Idyll 15, where Gorgo and Praxinoa venture out of their house and witness the public
performance. But even this leaves them largely forgotten in a crowd and ready to be
silent when the singer makes a “worthwhile” sound; Gorgo tells Praxinoa to be silent
for the performance. Τhere Gorgo uses the same verb for the singer that Callicles uses in
the Gorgias and also imagines the product of that voice as ne (φθεγξεῖταί τι, σάφ᾽
οἶδα, καλόν· διαχρέμπτεται ἤδη, 15.99). The singer clears her throat, as is typical before
making a public speech.35 This singer stands out as perhaps the only public event in
Theocritus’ poetry.36
Most instances of ψιθύρισμα and related words imagine whispering as produced
by a human voice (and as such quickly take on an ethical coloring: in comparison, for
instance, μινύρισμα etc have a less clear ethical association). In Aristophanes’ Clouds,
however, the Just Argument describes an ideal educational setting outside of the city
using the same catachresis as Theocritus Idyll 1 where the plane tree whispers to the elm.

ἀλλ᾽ οὖν λιπαρός γε καὶ εὐανθὴς ἐν γυμνασίοις διατρίψεις
οὐ στωμύλλων κατὰ τὴν ἀγορὰν τριβολεκτράπελ᾽ οἷάπερ οἱ νῦν

Idyll 2 is a private prayer at home; Idyll 14 is a conversation between two men in which one
recounts a dinner party at his home.
34

35

Aristophanes Thesm. 381.

The ght in Idyll 22 could be considered public, but it is hardly set in an urban center; Idyll 16
and Idyll 17 are neither clearly rural nor clearly urban.
36
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οὐδ᾽ ἑλκόμενος περὶ πραγματίου γλισχραντιλογεξεπιτρίπτου
ἀλλ᾽ εἰς Ἀκαδήμειαν κατιὼν ὑπὸ ταῖς μορίαις ἀποθρέξε
στεφανωσάμενος καλάμῳ λευκῷ μετὰ σώφρονος ἡλικιώτου
μίλακος ὄζων καὶ ἀπραγμοσύνης καὶ λεύκης φυλλοβολούσης
ἦρος ἐν ὥρᾳ χαίρων, ὁπόταν πλάτανος πτελέᾳ ψιθυρίζῃ
Yet certainly shall you spend your time in the gymnastic schools, sleek and
blooming; not chattering in the market-place rude jests, like the youths of the
present day; nor dragged into court for a petty suit, greedy, pettifogging,
knavish; but you shall descend to the Academy and run races beneath the sacred
olives along with some modest compeer, crowned with white reeds, redolent of
yew, and careless ease, of leaf-shedding white poplar, rejoicing in the season of
spring, when the plane-tree whispers to the elm. (Aristophanes Clouds
1002-1008, tr. William James Hickie

This passage includes the clearest antecedent for the opening whisper of Idyll 1, as it
transfers the whispering to a tree. The Just Speech also imagines a setting that is a protolocus amoenus which emphasizes the abundance of plants, the pleasure of spring, and
careless ease. It also mirrors the Gorgias passage in that it contrasts whispering with the
voices of the agora. Here these voices are characterized as “chattering,” undercutting the
Homeric ideal that Callisthenes proposed of men becoming outstanding in the agora.

,


:


,


.


ι


)


63

Instead, it becomes a place where matters of insigni cance take on outsize value.
Indeed, “being dragged” suggests an inverse view of the context in which an individual
is deprived of agency. Rather than losing their agency outside of the agora, in this case it
is within the agora where, after chattering, one is dragged about.

3. Theocritus’ Whispering Poetics
3.1. Whispering at the Margins
As suggested in the survey above, whispers describe an action that is essentially
marginal and as such they tend to be associated with the socially marginalized. This is
most clear in Plato’s Gorgias or Aristophanes’ Clouds, where whispering is contrasted
with those speaking in the agora, the center of political action. Even when someone is
whispering near the center of power, like Phaedra whispering to Theseus, the story
marks this person as someone who does not have true power, deceitfully trying to
in uence the king.
The rural setting of Theocritus’ bucolic poems, like the whisper in Gorgias and
the Clouds, is antithetical to the city and the agora, and by virtue of this is necessarily
marginal. The gods of the country, Hermes, Pan, the Nymphs, exist on the margins of
the stories about the Olympian gods. The Hymn to Hermes, for instance, gives us a
detailed account of how Hermes made his way from the margins into the center of
Olympian politics. His story illustrates what it takes to break into the inner circle of
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power. Despite his acquisition of timai, Hermes remains a god of the marginalized, in
particular shepherds. The characters in Theocritus are almost all socially marginalized
in some sense.37 Shepherds would tend to be slaves and Idyll 5 makes the issue of slave
status (freed vs. slave) a point of self-de nition (δῶλε Idyll 5.5, ὦλεύθερε Idyll 5.8).
From this, one could extrapolate that most of the characters are in a similar category

3.2. The Intimate and Lonely Whispe
Whispers frequently suggest an intimate, private, or isolated setting. Theocritus’ use of
the word ψιθυρίζω in Idyll 2 — one of the most private and intimate settings in the
Idylls — con rms this.38 Theocritus’ poetics also tends to locate poetry in such settings.
It has already been mentioned that bucolic poetry is imagined at a remove from the
agora. Whereas other poets frequently imagine poetry being produced and shared in
fairly public contexts, where an audience of some size is present to observe, Theocritus’
Idylls almost all imagine songs shared among only one or two characters. This section
unpacks an observation of Pauline LeVen that “Pan’s solitary syrinx-playing (οἰον, Hom.
Hymn Pan 14) is a reversal of all the prized features of mousikē integral to sociocultural
While I am focusing primarily on the bucolic poems, this is generally true of all Theocritus’
poems. The characters in the mimes may be wealthy enough to have slaves and throw parties,
but none demonstrates much real political or social power in the public sphere, but rather they
are all consumed by their private concerns and interests. As such, whispering is an appropriate
mode of speech for them to carry on quiet conversations about quiet things. Simaetha does
describe herself as whispering. Similarly, some of the mythological poems feature heroes, but all
are engaged in small, private, intimate affairs.
37

The other use of ψιθυρίζω in the bucolic corpus, namely in the pseudo-Theocritus Idyll 27, is
another equally intimate setting.
38
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life in archaic and classical Greece.”39
A few examples of earlier representations will help establish the point. In the Iliad
and the Odyssey, bards tend to perform for an audience in a convivial setting. Phemius
and Demodocus are ready examples.40 In Iliad 9, we stumble upon a scene of Achilles
singing for an apparently small group, or perhaps just Patroclus. But this moment
pointedly illustrates how Achilles separates himself from the larger community and is a
social aberration. In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, we also see a robust depiction of poetry
and song as a public performance that is part of a communal celebration (143-176)
The poems of Theocritus, while rustic, do not activate the community
celebrations that are traditionally associated with proto-bucolic settings. Indeed, Idyll 7,
ostensibly about the journey to a harvest festival, does not indulge in any description of
the music or poetry at the festival. When the goatherd in Idyll 1 describes the cup
(κισσύβιον) in careful detail, he makes some additions, including speculations about
the feelings and motivations of the people pictured. He does not, however, add
anything in the way of sounds, and all the scenes on the cup focus on isolated gures.
In the shield of Achilles in the Iliad and in the Shield of Heracles attributable to Hesiod,
there are several scenes of communal festivity and music. With good reason, the cup of

39

LeVen 2020, 51.

In Odyssey 1, Phemius performs songs to satisfy the problematic appetites of the suitors. In
Odyssey 8, Demodocus similarly entertains the whole Phaeacian court.
40
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Idyll 1 attracts frequent attention. It can be read as an allegory for the poetic agenda.41
The cup also ties Theocritus’ poetry to the epic tradition and to the shield of Achilles in
particular, where certain proto-bucolic scenes are depicted. It is all the more striking
therefore to see what the poet chooses to leave out.
In the goatherd’s description of the cup, there is nearly no suggestion of sound.
This can be compared with the Iliad’s shield of Achilles, which has intimations of the
bucolic, but where descriptions of sounds abound. There two herdsmen are playing the
syrinx when an army ambushes them (Iliad 18.526) and when they are ambushed, the
other army hears a great noise from the cattle (ἐπύθοντο πολὺν κέλαδον παρὰ βουσὶν
18.530), which prompts them to enter into battle. A bit later in the description of the
grape harvest, there is a boy singing and the celebrants stomp their feet and shout in
accompaniment (18. 569-572). Immediately following this passage, a herd of cattle are
described as lowing (μυκηθμῷ 18.575) while they walk along a sounding river (πὰρ
ποταμὸν κελάδοντα 18.576). Two lions are also taking down a bellowing bull (ταῦρον
ἐρύγμηλον 18.580) , and he lows loudly as he is taken down (ὁ δὲ μακρὰ μεμυκὼς/
ἕλκετο 18.580-81). Although the dogs do not bite into the lions, they bark nearby (ἐγγὺς
ὑλάκτεον 18.586). This shield brings its scenes to life not least by giving them voice and
sound. Like motion, sound is something that is more easily represented in poetry than

Prioux 2021 discusses it in the context of visual arts in Theocritus poetry in general. Halperin
1983, Petrain 2006 are noteworthy examples.
41
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in visual art.42
Similarly, on the Shield of Heracles, music, sound, voice, and communal
celebration feature prominently. Apollo plays the lyre and the Muses begin a song, like
clear voiced singers (201-206). Perseus’ shield rings out clearly as the Gorgons approach
(231-33). In the city at war, women are crying out shrilly on towers (242-3). Meanwhile,
in the city at peace, people celebrate festively. A great bridal song swells (274), a choir
sings from soft mouths accompanied by clear panpipes (λιγυρῶν συρίγγων ἵεσαν
αὐδήν, 278) while the sound breaks around them (περὶ δέ σφισιν ἄγνυτο ἠχώ, 279) and
young women lead a dance to the sound of lyres (ὑπὸ φορμίγγων, 280). Young men
revel while the aulos plays (κώμαζον ὑπ᾽ αὐλοῦ, 281), some playing with dance and
song, others laughing as they march before the aulos player (τοί γε μὲν αὖ παίζοντες
ὑπ᾽ ὀρχηθμῷ καὶ ἀοιδῇ | τοί γε μὲν αὖ γελόωντες ὑπ᾽ αὐλητῆρι ἕκαστος | πρόσθ᾽
ἔκιον · 282-83). Past a scene of harvest, athletic competitions are depicted, where the
chariots are clattering (ἐπικροτέοντα, 308) and their naves cry out loudly (πλῆμναι
μέγ᾽ ἀύτευν, 309). In this shield too, sounds help to bring the art to life.
But the ivy-cup is noticeably quiet. The only sounds are the words of the two
men competing over the woman, but the vain labor of these words tires them out
(reading κυλοιδιόωντες in 1.38 as a sign of exhaustion). The woman, meanwhile, is

Cullhed 2014 discusses how some ancients and moderns have dealt with this issue.
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mysteriously thinking about something else without sharing it.43 The sherman is
striving, but mirrors the sh he tries to catch in his silence.44 The boy is weaving - not
singing - and the two foxes sneak up to steal his lunch without a sound. This last image
draws especially on connections with one of the scenes on Achilles’ shield in the Iliad. In
Theocritus, the small boy is stationed as a guard for the vineyard that is heavy with
grapes. This description (περκναῖσι σταφυλαῖσι καλὸν βέβριθεν ἀλωά, 1.46) echoes
one scene on Achilles’ shield, where Hephaestus places a ne golden vineyard very
heavy with grapes (ἐν δ᾽ ἐτίθει σταφυλῇσι μέγα βρίθουσαν ἀλωὴν | καλὴν
χρυσείην, Iliad 18.561-2). The vocabulary is almost entirely repeated word for word,
with the καλόν shifting into an adverbial role and morphologies adjusting. 45 In the
subsequent Homeric lines describing the harvest festival, there is a boy in the middle
performing with a phorminx and singing a song of Linus with a delicate voice, while
others follow celebrating with song, shout, and feet (τοῖσιν δ᾽ ἐν μέσσοισι πάϊς
φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ |ἱμερόεν κιθάριζε, λίνον δ᾽ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδε | λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ· τοὶ
δὲ ῥήσσοντες ἁμαρτῇ | μολπῇ τ᾽ ἰυγμῷ τε ποσὶ σκαίροντες ἕποντο. 18.569-71). The

Compare this passage with Odyssey 13.375-381 where Athena describes Penelope with the
suitors, especially 381: νόος δέ οἱ ἄλλα μενοινᾷ.
43

The hapax ἐλλοπιεύειν seems to mean “to sh.” But ἔλλοψ which is an epithet for sh, can
also mean mute, Hunter 1999, 81-82 notes that the standard etymology was ἐλλείπειν τὴν ὀπά,
since sh were proverbially dumb. Hunter adds “This verb, which is only found here, may
therefore have special point for a work of art which cannot speak.”
44

Halperin 1983, 180-81 notes the linguistic echo and observes that Theocritus focuses on a
“single humorous event” rather than a “panorama of a typical laboring scene.” Edwards 1991,
224 comments on the Iliad passage that the “whole description is idyllic.”
45
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Homeric boy (πάϊς), like the Theocritean boy (κῶρος), invites re ection on poetic
qualities. Indeed, one might be surprised that Theocritus so closely echoes the language
of the vineyard, but neglects to incorporate any of musical talents in the boy (or in the
entire cup), even with the tempting, possibly metapoetic λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ.46 Instead
Idyll 1’s boy quietly weaves a cricket-cage, alone but for the unseen intruders.
Theocritus’ boy as poet has an additional distance from the poetic act: rather than
singing himself, the boy delights in preparing to capture the creature that will sing. The
boy desires to capture something that is a pure song, searching to recreate the originary
poetic experience.47 (see section Whisper as Mimesis below). But there is no sense that
he is part of a community. In contrast, the boy on the Iliadic shield is placed
emphatically “in the middle” (ἐν μέσσοισι) as the celebration happens around him and
depends on his music. But for Theocritus, acts of poetic performance happen in relative
isolation.
While characters in the bucolic poems of Theocritus do sing, like the boy on
Achilles’ shield, it is rare that there is an audience of more than one or two characters.
Rather than imagine music and poetry as something shared with a political or large
community, poetry seems to be a solitary or intimate thing. Most commonly, like in Idyll

Hunter 1999, 82 draws the same comparison and even notes this phrase λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ. He
adds “So too the boy on the cup is an image of the bucolic poet” suggesting that singing with a
slender voice makes the Homeric boy an image of the bucolic poet. It seems clear, however, that
these boys, while in some sense parallel, also illustrate how the ideas of poetry had changed.
46

47

See section 3.4, Whisper as Mimesis below.
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1, there are only two main characters. This seems also to be the case in Idyll 4 and Idyll 6.
Idyll 5 introduces a third character as judge. Idyll 3 features a solitary singer and Idyll 11
is a song directed to a friend that represents a solitary singer (Polyphemus). In Idyll 7,
Simichidas’ two companions are presumably there, but after the rst few lines, there is
no further sign of them.48 When Simichidas gets to the titular harvest festival, there is no
indication of other celebrants or any communal activities. Instead the narrator indulges
in aspects of his experience of the natural world. In Lycidas’ song in Idyll 7, he imagines
perhaps the most crowded party in the bucolic poems where two shepherds, one from
Acharnai, one from Lycopos, play the aulos for Lycidas, while Tityrus sings nearby
(7.71-72). Even this seemingly crowded symposium has four participants.49 Idyll 10 has
two speaking characters, but it is perhaps easier there to read in additional reapers as an
audience. This may have just as much to do with the displacement of the bucolic singer
into the agricultural setting.
Thus, the poetic performances of the bucolic poems are not public events
involving different strata of the community and show little interest in representing
individuals as part of a larger group. Instead, we get the picture of a small circle of
participants, who have shared acquaintances perhaps, but primarily exist in a near state

Perhaps interesting that Simichidas addresses his poem to an absent friend’s love, Aratus,
when he has two other perfectly good friends present.
48

Hunter 1999, 173 calls this a symposium as appropriate for Lycidas’ song. One could compare
Idyll 14, another symposium, where we have the host, plus four named participants, and his
girlfriend Cynisca.
49
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of solitude

3.3. Whisper as Secondar
A whisper cannot and does not hope to compete with most other voices. The intention
of a whisper is to avoid being heard or to be conciliatory, as in the examples from the
Iliad discussed earlier.50 As such, the theme of whispering connects to a willingness to
yield priority, to be second in a competition. This willingness is striking especially in the
agonistic context of Greece in general and of bucolic song competitions in particular.
The notion of song-competition is an element that appears in many of the bucolic Idylls.
Competition has been discussed as a central feature of the bucolic genre, but this
particular tension of competition and being second remains less explored.51 I will
illustrate how the willingness to be second is programmatically established and that
characters do not de ne themselves as victors. The diversity of song-competitions in the
Idylls is itself testament to the ambivalence about who is best.
The opening lines of Idyll 1 are profuse with a competitive spirit. Thyrsis begins
by comparing the goatherd’s piping to the whisper of the pine and then immediately

Discussed at the opening of the section on whispers, above. Hector imagines whispering to
Achilles for pity like young lovers (22.128), Ares whispers to Zeus in complaint (5.889), and
Achilles accuses Odysseus of whispering lies to win him over (9.308-311).
50

Stanzel 2021 discusses the central problems of Theocritus’ contest poems (as he calls them),
with additional references. He notes on p. 347 that the view of Greece as a uniquely agonistic
culture has been drawn into question, citing Ulf, C. (2011), “Ancient Greek Competition - a
Modern Construct?” in N. Fisher/H. van Wees (eds.) Competition in the Ancient World (Swansea)
85-111.
51
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follows that up by imagining a more literal piping competition between the goatherd
and Pan (e.g. Pan and the goatherd compete for a prize, ἆθλον, 1.3). The goatherd then,
in a kind of competition with Thyrsis, compares Thyrsis’ song with the sound of
rushing water, and then likewise imagines Thyrsis in competition with the Muses. This
competition of imagining competitions is nicely highlighted by Thyrsis’ initial use of
ἁδύ (“sweet”) to begin his speech, and the goatherd’s ἅδιον (“sweeter”) to begin his
own and cap Thyrsis.52 Despite the layers of competition, Thyrsis’ praise of the
goatherd’s piping is imagined as second after Pan (μετὰ Πᾶνα τὸ δεύτερον ἆθλον
ἀποισῇ, 1.3) and the goatherd alleges that Thyrsis will take the prize the Muses do not
prefer (1.9-10). While it is certainly high praise to approach the musical capacity of a
god, these initial comparisons establish secondariness as a fundamental way of being in
bucolic poetry.53 The programmatic rst Idyll does not begin by inscribing the
characters’ victories over others in competitions, but rather inscribes their own
satisfaction with accepting a second prize. Thyrsis’ description of the young goat
(χίμαρος, 1.6), which seems in fact to be the third prize, adds a consolation that its meat
is good until you milk it (καλὸν κρέας, ἔστε κ᾽ ἀμέλξῃς, 1.6). It seems there is no
reason to be dissatis ed with second or third prize.
Hunter 1999, 73 notes that the goatherd also caps Thyrsis by imagining prizes of equal value,
instead of a hierarchy of prizes. The competitive spirit undercuts one of its own key concepts,
the hierarchy.
52

Cf. Odyssey 8: Odysseus asks Demodocus whether he was taught by the Muses or Apollo, but
this focuses praise on the divine inspiration of the poet, rather than on the poet receiving the
second prize.
53
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Although Stanzel concludes his chapter on Theocritus’ Contest Poems by noting
that even in Daphnis and Chloe “a herdsman is still characterized mainly by his
victories in contest” (Stanzel 2021, 362), the bucolic characters in Theocritus’ Idylls
hardly seem to de ne themselves in terms of their poetic victories. Perhaps the closest
to this is Simichidas in Idyll 7, who reports that everyone thinks he is the best singer, but
he is not easily persuaded (7.37-39). He names two poets whom he thinks he has not yet
surpassed but still competes with like a frog against grasshoppers, Sicelidas of Samos
and Philitas (7.39-41).54 Like Thyrsis and the goatherd in Idyll 1, Simichidas de nes his
poetic skill not in terms of other poets he has defeated, but in terms of poets to whom he
is second (or perhaps third). No one challenges Simichidas’ claim to be the best singer.
He freely offers up his own poetic identity as second best. Lycidas echoes the avoidance
of a grandiose poetry in his famous statement that he hates any builder who desires to
make a house equal to the peak of Mount Oromedon (7.45-46), and the birds that toil in
vain crowing against the Chian bard (namely, Homer; 7.47-48). Lycidas’ comments
about poetry also puts this issue in terms that connect it directly with a poetics of
whispering. The characterization of poets who compete with Homer as crowing like
roosters (κοκκύζοντες) echoes the contrast in Aristophanes’ Clouds where certain youth
chatter and are dragged to court in the agora, while others run races amidst the bounty

Cameron 1994, 411 reads Simichidas as boastful throughout, with the acknowledgement that
Philitas and Sicelidas surpass him as a moment of “affected modesty.” Even if we read this
modesty as affected, it illustrates what is valued in a bucolic context.
54
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of spring and the trees whisper to one another. The second half of 7.48 (ἐτώσια
μοχθίζοντι) directly recalls the second half of 1.38 in the description of the cup in Idyll 1
where the two youths compete for the affection of the woman, but they labor in vain.
Their competition is suggestive of an agora or more urban context, since their hair is
lovely (καλὸν ἐθειράζοντες, 1.34) and they compete with words (νεικείουσ᾽ ἐπέεσσι,
1.35).55 The fruitlessness of their competitive endeavors again emphasizes the
hopelessness of trying to win rst prize.
Despite the boastfulness of Comatas and Lacon in Idyll 5, neither boasts about
poetic victories they have won over other shepherd poets. Idyll 6 makes a point of
indicating that there was no victory and both were undefeated (νίκη μὲν οὐδάλλος,
ἀνήσσατοι δ᾽ ἐγένοντο, 6.46). Although the goatherd reports that Thyrsis sang his song
about Daphnis against Chromis of Libya, we are not told whether Thyrsis won a victory
in that contest or not (1.23-24). The focus seems to be on the pleasure of the song, rather
than on the pleasure of the victory. This ambivalence about the value of winning in a
competition seems to manifest in the manifold forms of song-competition in the Idylls.
Only Idyll 5 and Idyll 6 are actually framed as competitions and the lack of victory in
Idyll 6 is mirrored but the utter confusion about why Comatas wins in Idyll 5.56 Idyll 1,
Idyll 7, and Idyll 10 all have a contest of some sort, but each creates new questions or

This is one of the few instances of this “epic” word, ἐπός, in a bucolic poem; elsewhere in
Theocritus it appears 13.54, 17.136, 25.66, 25.77, 28.24, Epigram 21.6.
55

Stanzel 2021, 355-358 summarizes approaches to this question.
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problems for what the standard of poetic judgment should be. For instance, Milo
comments at the end of Idyll 10 that it is right to sing his own song to men toiling under
the sun, while Boukaios’ starving love is appropriate to tell to your mother in bed as she
wakes up (10.56-58). Milo declares his own victory, but explicitly based on the context.
Indeed a song for a mother waking up in bed might remind us of the boy weaving a
cicada trap on the cup in Idyll 1 and certainly ts into the category of something that
could be whispered

3.4. Whisper as Mimesis
Theocritus’ bucolic also has a quality of being secondary in its attention to the poetic
process and the sense that there is a pure poetic experience that is just out of reach. For
instance, we are alerted to the pleasance of the goatherd’s piping in Idyll 1, but this
musical experience is withheld from us. Thyrsis desires to hear this piping, which is so
close to an originary musical event that it would be second only to Pan’s piping. It is
fundamental to the bucolic world to emphasize a longing to recover, recreate, or imitate
an earlier time. The whisper is in one sense the object we long to recover, and, in
another sense, it is the medium of imitation.
We can compare this with the attention paid to reperformance in the dialogues of
Plato. For instance, in the Symposium, we hear the conversation at Agathon’s house, as
reported by Apollodorus who gathered his information from Aristodemus, who was at
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the party. This narrative distancing and focus on performance as re-performance
maintains a level of uncertainty about the quality of the imitation. It also emphasizes
the story as something that certain people long to hear again, to re-capture. The sweet
whisper of Idyll 1 establishes a model of the pleasant sound that ears long for, like the
springtime scene described in Aristophanes’ Clouds. Thyrsis longs to hear the goatherd
piping and the goatherd longs to hear the song that Thyrsis famously sang. For the
reader, the whisper of the pine can represent something we desire to hear, even if there
is always a gap of uncertainty about whether we are achieving the actual object we
desire. Is, for instance, the description “the pine sings some sweet whisper” a good
enough reproduction to satisfy our desire for it? Or do the sounds ha-doo-ti-tow-psi-thuris-da-kai-ha-pi-tus help to capture it
An example of this desire is when the goatherd asks Thyrsis to sing the “woes of
Daphnis” as he did when he had a song competition with Chromis of Libya. The
knowledge that there was a famous version of this song that preceded the one reported
in Idyll 1 establishes a shared desire to hear the song but also opens a window of
uncertainty about whether this performance will measure up to the one already set
down in memory. One might compare this with the wish that Menelaus expresses to
Telemachus in Book 4 of the Odyssey about how he hopes Odysseus will overcome the
suitors:
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αἲ γάρ, Ζεῦ τε πάτερ καὶ Ἀθηναίη καὶ Ἄπολλον
τοῖος ἐών, οἷός ποτ᾽ ἐυκτιμένῃ ἐνὶ Λέσβ
ἐξ ἔριδος Φιλομηλεΐδῃ ἐπάλαισεν ἀναστάς
κὰδ δ᾽ ἔβαλε κρατερῶς, κεχάροντο δὲ πάντες Ἀχαιοί
τοῖος ἐὼν μνηστῆρσιν ὁμιλήσειεν Ὀδυσσεύς
πάντες κ᾽ ὠκύμοροί τε γενοίατο πικρόγαμοί τε
If only, father Zeus and Athena and Apollo, being in the shape he was when once
on well-built Lesbos standing up he wrestled Philomeleides in a competition,
and threw him down with power, and all the Achaeans rejoiced; may Odysseus
be in this kind of shape when he joins in battle with the suitors; may they all be
swift-fated and bitterly married. (4.341-346

Menelaus’ desire also recalls a past competition as a model for a future competition (or
performance). For Telemachus (and for the reader of the Odyssey), this establishes that
Odysseus has demonstrated his power in competitions in the past and plants the hope
that this will happen in the context of this story. In the Odyssey, the poet has the
opportunity to indulge in describing how Odysseus delivers on this hope in his later
competitions and ghts with the suitors. In Idyll 1, we are left uncertain of whether this
performance lives up to the original. Again, it is a kind of competition of Thyrsis with
himself, adding yet another to the competitions suggested in the opening lines of the
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poem. But we do not actually even know whether Thyrsis won the competition against
Chromis, we must infer from the goatherd’s eagerness to hear it.
Similarly, in Idyll 7, we see special attention to the reproduction of poetry and a
desire for the original, pure performance. In his song, Lycidas imagines a bucolic setting
where Tityrus sings about Daphnis and about Comatas. Lycidas ends his song with a
wish to be with Comatas when he sang sweetly.

αἴθ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἐμεῦ ζωοῖς ἐναρίθμιος ὤφελες ἦμε
ὥς τοι ἐγὼν ἐνόμευον ἀν᾽ ὤρεα τὰς καλὰς αἶγα
φωνᾶς εἰσαΐων, τὺ δ᾽ ὑπὸ δρυσὶν ἢ ὑπὸ πεύκαι
ἁδὺ μελισδόμενος κατεκέκλισο, θεῖε Κομᾶτα
If only you were numbered among the living with me, in this way I would
pasture the ne goats in the hills hearing your voice, and you would recline
under oaks or pines singing sweetly, divine Comatas. (7.86-89

Lycidas’ song especially indulges in a desire that is implicit in many of the bucolic
poems, that is, to locate an originary moment of poetic purity, a moment at the source of
the poetic tradition. This also involves the narrative layers that we notice in Idyll 1, or in
Plato’s Symposium. Apparently, Simichidas recounts the songs Lycidas and himself sang
to one another; and in this recounted song of Lycidas, the poet brings to mind the songs
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of Tityrus, who sings of the earlier bucolic gures Daphnis and Comatas; and nally
Simichidas’ Lycidas longs to hear the voice of Comatas singing. Simichidas locates
bucolic authenticity in Lycidas, who traces back the story of bucolic song, through
Tityrus to Comatas. Unlike Plato’s Symposium, the layers of sources do not all aim to
retell a single story. What they sing does not seem as important as recreating the sense
of presence at a pure moment of bucolic bliss. As such, the whisper, something that can
be an indiscernible sound (and from a pine, the linguistic content of the whisper is not a
priority), stands as an appropriate model for what the bucolic poems aim to create.
One can nally notice how the last lines of Lycidas’ song echo the opening of
Idyll 1, both with the emphatic placement of ἁδύ at the start of the line, the repetition of
the verb μελίσδομαι, and the reference to trees (τὺ δ᾽ ὑπὸ δρυσὶν ἤ ὑπὸ πεύκαις | ἁδὺ
μελισδόμενος κατεκέκλισο, θεῖε Κομᾶτα 7.88-89, here oaks or pines, in Idyll 1 a
pine).57 The whisper of that rst line may be suggested as part of the pleasant scene
Lycidas imagines. While perhaps not fully discernible, the song of Comatas, like a
whisper, can be made out just enough to awaken a desire to listen.

It is telling that these lines are closer to the opening of Vergil Ecl. 1.1-2 (Tityre, tu patulae
recubans sube tegmine fagi | silvestrem tenui Musam meditaris avena) than the opening of Idyll 1, at
least in terms of language and image: the emphatic τὺ δ᾽= tu, ὑπὸ δρυσὶν ἢ ὑπὸ πεύκαις = sub
tegmine fagi, ἁδὺ μελισδόμενος = Musam meditaris, κατεκέκλισο = recubans, Κομᾶτα = Tityre.
Vergil also builds this desire into the pair of Tityrus and Meliboeus in Eclogue 1. For Idyll 7 in
Eclogue 1, see van Sickle 1975.
57
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3.5. Whisper and Ephemeral Son
While Theocritus’ bucolic poetry embodies a longing to recapture an originary poetic
experience, like the song of Comatas, it is a poetry that is also self-consciously
ephemeral. There is no poetics of permanence such as we see in Hymns and other
poets.58 Instead, bucolic poetry is celebrated in the temporary nature of its existence.
Whispers and songs only live in the moment. Even trees will die and similarly the
words inscribed on them. All that can live on is the desire to remember and recover
previous lives.
When the goatherd concludes his description of the cup in Idyll 1, he adds an
encouragement for Thyrsis to sing his song.

τῷ κά τυ μάλα πρόφρων ἀρεσαίμα
αἴ κά μοι τύ, φίλος, τὸν ἐφίμερον ὕμνον ἀείσῃς
κοὔτι τυ κερτομέω. πόταγ᾽, ὠγαθέ· τὰν γὰρ ἀοιδά
οὔ τί πᾳ εἰς Ἀίδαν γε τὸν ἐκλελάθοντα φυλαξεῖς
I would very happily appease you with this, if you would kindly sing your

Theocritus’ hymn-like Idylls imagine a long after-life for themselves: Idyll 22.214-223 and
17.135-37. Idyll 22’s nal comment that he will bring such as “my household is able to afford”
does slightly undercut the future of his song. Other conspicuous poetics of permanence are
Horace Odes 3.30, Catullus 1, Apollonius Rhodius Argo. 4.1773-5, Callimachus fr. 7.13-14, Hecale
fr. 263 (= 80 Hollis). One might also compare Spelman 2018, which makes the case that Pindar
wrote his epinicians which were ostensibly for one speci c occasion also for a broader audience.
Theocritus, on the other hand, ostensibly writes poems for no speci c occasion, but instead
seeks to revive a complete sense of being there.
58

fi

ν


fi

.


.


ν


 


g


fi

 


81

pleasant (or, ephemeral) song. I do not taunt you at all. Come on, good man: for
you will not in any way protect your song [going] to Hades who makes one
entirely forgetful. (1.60-63

This passage establishes the ephemeral poetics of Theocritus’ bucolic poems. The
adjective ἐφίμερος is normally taken to mean “desireable,” but can be read as a pun on
ἐφημερος which means “short-lived, transient, ephemeral.”59 Like its relative ἵμερος,
ἐφίμερος is primarily used in poetry, but is only used a handful of times. Hesiod uses it
to describe φιλότης, love (Hes. Theog. 132; Shield 15). It is used by Theognis to describe a
song (ὕμνος, Theognis 993), as at Theocritus 1.61.60 Comic poets exploit the lofty poetic
nature for laughs.61 It was an unusual enough word that scholia to Hesiod, Sophocles,
Oppian, and Theocritus all include a gloss for it and the manuscripts for both Theognis
and a fragment of Sophocles have readings of both ἐφίμερος and ἐφήμερος.62 A later

For examples of ἐφήμερος in a sense that is close to our “ephemeral” consider Aristophanes
Clouds 223: τί με καλεῖς, ὦ ’φήμερε; Euripides Phoenissae 558: ὁ δ’ ὄλβος οὐ βέβαιος ἀλλ’
ἐφήμερος.; Thucydides 2.53.2: ἐφήμερα τά τε σώματα καὶ τὰ χρήματα ὁμοίως ἡγούμενοι.;
Pindar Pyth. 8.95; Pindar Isth. 7.40
59

Dicaearchus fr. 60.8 also uses the phrase. Theognis 993 is a disputed reading. Van Groningen
1966, 372: “la formule était probablement conventionnelle malgré sa rareté, parce que le poète
n'attend certainement pas de son rival un chant "agréable'.”
60

Especially Anaxilas Τὴν Ἑκτόρειον τὴν ἐφίμερον κόμην (fr. incert. 6 Meineke 1840 or fr. 38
Kock 1884), but also Laon (fr. 2 Kock 1884 or fr. incert. 1 Meineke 1840).
61

Theognis 993 and Soph. fr. 153, 1 N2 (Ach. am.). Van Groningen (1966: 372) thinks the idea of
an “all-day hymn” is unacceptable hyperbole and so opts for reading ἐφίμερος. (Pourtant l'idée
d'un hymne 'durant toute la journée' est une hyperbole à peine acceptable.) He does not
consider the possibility of a “short-lived” song, despite e.g. Theognis 656.
62
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use of the adjective by Oppian similarly suggests the possibility of reading it as a poetic
version of, or a pun on, ἐφήμερος.63 The potential confusion between these two words
presents a new way of looking at song. In the context of Idyll 1 this adjective hints at a
similarity between pleasant and transient. The goatherd straightaway follows up with a
remark that Thyrsis will not guard his song in death, but Hades makes one forget
everything. Hence the sense of ephemeral to modify Thyrsis’ song would nicely
anticipate why he should not hesitate to sing it
Gow and Dover both note that ἐκλελάθοντα points back to Iliad 2.599 where the
Muses make the bard Thamyris lose his song and entirely forget how to play the kithara.
In that context, the goddesses deprive a poet of song because he had boasted that he
would defeat them in a contest. Here, however, where the two herdsmen began by
imagining a contest between Thyrsis and the muses, the goatherd points out that they
won’t deprive him of his song. Rather, it is Hades who will ultimately cause a song to
disappear. The herdspeople of Theocritus’ bucolics do not risk suffering at the hands of
the Olympians, but rather face the more universal risks of human experience, such as

Oppian Halieutica 4.108-110 also uses it in a context where the journey to Hades is anticipated
and where it could well be interpreted as meaning “daily,” and indeed the proximity of
reference to Hades could also suggest that the hunt, like the sh and the shermen, are shortlived
“even so doth like passion lead those shes to the house of Hades — to rush within the coverts
of an ambush whence there is no return. And, with their fatal and nal madness of desire, of
their own motion they ful l the shermen's desire of spoil / daily hunt.
τόσσος ἔρως καὶ τοῖσιν ἐς Ἄϊδος ἡγεμονεύει | ἐσθορέειν κευθμῶνας ἀνοστήτοιο λόχοιο.|
κύντατα δ’ ἐς φιλότητα καὶ ὕστατον οἶστρον ἔχοντες | αὐτόμολοι πιμπλᾶσιν ἐφίμερον
ἀνδράσιν ἄγρην.
63
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death. Daphnis does die after a con ict with an Olympian, but that deity, Aphrodite,
does not seem keen on in icting punishment, but rather seems to wish to relieve his
sufferings. In the Iliad, Achilles in icts pains upon other heroes (through divine aid and
not unlike a god) and in the Odyssey, Odysseus suffers pains as a result of a con ict with
a god (Poseidon). But the pains of Daphnis are no grandiose con ict. Instead they re ect
the pains that everyday people feel when in love.
The whisper can also represent this ephemerality, and in particular, the pine that
delivers the whisper has a recognized connection to impermanence and the nality of
death. While the pine (ἁ πίτυς) clearly has euphonistic qualities that suit the opening of
the poem, one does wonder what else may have in uenced this poetic choice64. Why
not stick with either of the two whispering trees mentioned by Aristophanes’ Just
Speech, the plane tree or the elm? Why not begin with the oak, which features in
Lycidas’ locus amoenus (7.88) and which was known for its voice? Certainly a number of
considerations may be relevant for this choice, but one in particular is relevant here
In antiquity, the pine was observed to have a peculiar biological feature that
connects it to ephemerality. Herodotus relates a story about Miltiades son of Kypselus65

Theophrastus records some observations made by scholars of Arcadia about the differences
between the “pine” πίτυς and the “ r” πεύκη. In particular, the pine has a trunk characterized
by slenderness (λεπτότητα) and size (μέγεθος), that may have resonated with the poet,
Theophr. HP 3.9.4. However, Theophrastus also tells us that the pine tree (πίτυς) was rare in
Arcadia, but common in Elis. Theophr. HP 3.9.4: φύεται δ᾿ ἐν μὲν τῇ Ἀρκαδίᾳ ἡ πίτυς ὀλίγη
περὶ δὲ τὴν Ἠλείαν πολλή. οὗτοι μὲν οὖν ὅλῳ τῷ γένει διαμφισβητοῦσιν.
64

Brother of Kimon, part of the Philaids, see Strassler p. 440 n. 6.34.1a.
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who was kidnapped by the people of Lampsacus. Croesus the Lydian held Miltiades in
high regard. Herodotus informs us that Croesus

sent a declaration to the Lampsacenes commanding them to release Miltiades,
threatening that if they did not do so, he would wipe them out as if they were a
pine tree (σφέας πίτυος τρόπον ἀπείλεε ἐκτρίψειν). The Lampsacenes who
tried to interpret this message were at rst bewildered as to why Croesus had
used the phrase ‘wipe them out like a pine tree’ in his threat, but then after much
hard thinking, one of the elders came to the realization of its true signi cance: the
pine alone of all trees does not produce any new shoot once it has been chopped
down, but is utterly destroyed and gone forever (πίτυς μούνη πάντων
δενδρέων ἐκκοπεῖσα βλαστὸν οὐδένα μετίει ἀλλὰ πανώλεθρος
ἐξαπόλλυται). So now in fear of Croesus, the Lampsacenes freed Miltiades and
let him go. (Herodotus 6.37, tr. Andrea Purvis).

The people of Lampsacus attempted to say something great and free in the public arena,
in the spirit of Callisthenes in Plato’s Gorgias, but were instead made into slaves who
must whisper in the corners, after they recognized their similarity to the ephemeral

fi

:


 


fi

85

pine.66 The notion that the pine does not reproduce a new shoot after it has been
chopped down, like the goatherd’s admonition to Thyrsis that he will not be able to
guard his song in Hades, emphasizes that life, nature, poetry can be forgotten. Instead
of emphasizing the regenerative qualities of nature, as for instance the analogy of
human generations to the leaves of a tree does,67 the pine emphasizes the ephemeral
and nal nature of our experience. Perhaps while the pine whispers, we can prolong
what pleasure we do have.
A whisper has no expectation that it will resound through history. It hardly
resounds through its present moment. But rather, considered as a whisper, apart from

An interesting coincidence regarding this story is that Lampsacus was previously called
Pityusa, i.e. “Full-of-Pines”, Pliny Nat. 5.40. Perhaps the connection to pines in this place made
Croesus’ threat particularly poignant. Lampsacus seems to have had a tendency to stir up and
then avoid devastating threats from powerful gures, since they also are threatened by
Alexander but a certain Anaximenes tricks him into sparing them (Pausanias 6.18.3-4).
Lampsacus, the home of many intellectuals, may also have been of special interest to Theocritus.
For instance, Ptolemy II was tutored by Strato of Lampsacus. And mythologically, Lampsacus
was foremost in the worship of Priapus (Pausanias 9.31.2). A perhaps aggressively allegorical
reading of Id. 1.1-2 could read “that pine, the one by the streams” as a cipher for Lampsacus, as
the pine-y city by the Hellespont. There was another city near Lampsacus that was also called
Pityeia (Meiggs 1982, 34-35).
Theophrastus also complicates the biological observation in Herodotus. When distinguishing
two types, let’s say “pine” πίτυς and “ r” πεύκη, he claims that “the pine has a great
(μεγάλην) difference from the r: the r does not shoot up again when the roots have been
burned, but some say the pine does shoot up again, as in the case when the forest of Pyrrha on
Lesbos was burnt.” Theophrastus HP 3.9.5. The comment this is a “great difference” together
with the rhetorical recusal of con rmation (“they say”) suggests that this was a controversial
issue among people interested in pines. It is worth noting that Herodotus’ text only refers to
cutting down the tree, while Theophrastus’ text refers to roots being burnt.
66

Iliad 6.146, Mimnermus fr. 2; at Theocr. 30.31, the lover describes himself as an ephemeral leaf
(φύλλον ἐπάμερον) that Eros tosses about with a slight breeze. This adapts the image of
humans as leaves to a Theocritean ephemeral poetics, one where the focus is on an individual
leaf which a light breeze can disturb and for which there is no stability, rather than on the
connection of leaf to tree and the certainty that every spring new leaves will grow.
67
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any linguistic content it may have, it can be an almost intangible part of an experience,
which will disappear once the moment has passed. While the bucolic song is ephemeral
and might be forgotten, it is all the more sweet because of this. The pun of the poetic
word ἐφίμερος thus plays on both meanings at once. Lycidas’ desire to hear Comatas
sing arises from the absence of that song. But like the pine, it will not be born again.
Perhaps the words and tune could be repeated by another singer, but Lycidas is not
looking to rediscover the meaning or text of the song, so much as recover the total
experience of hearing Comatas sing in a pastoral setting. Comatas had no apparent
intention of preserving his song, just as Socrates did not write any texts (although
Apollodorus reports that he con rms details of his story Plato Symposium 173b). Instead,
others desired to hear the obscure sound that could almost have been lost to history, to
recapture it and breath new life into it.

3.6. Whisper and Obscurit
For many rst time readers, some basic facts or aspects of the Idylls that seem
thematically central are obscure. Thrysis’ song in Idyll 1 is noteworthy for its obscurity.
Why does Daphnis die? Is he in love with a woman or is he avoiding her? Who is this
woman? (Is it the Xenea mentioned in Idyll 7?) Does he ght with Eros because he is in
love or because he resists a lover (like Hippolytus)? Why are the nymphs and Pan
absent from Daphnis’ death, while Priapus, Hermes, and Aphrodite all make
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appearances? The myth of Daphnis may have been more familiar to an ancient audience
than to a modern reader, but it does not seem that clarity is the rst priority of our
bucolic poet.68
In general, it is often as if we were eavesdropping on the characters of the Idylls. Are
we expected to know who the Chromis who competed against Thyrsis was (1.24)? Or
who Lycopes is whose children organize the festival in Idyll 7 (7.3-4)? These are a few
examples which illustrate how the Idylls frequently represent a private conversation,
something that two people might quietly share with one another, even whispering, and
which by some stroke of fortune we happen to overhear.
This allusive tendency pervades the Idylls, extending from large to small questions.
The riddling, obscure qualities of the Idylls gives rise to things like the “bucolic
masquerade” an approach to reading Idyll 7, which imagines that the two characters
secretly represent the poet himself and one or another of his contemporaries (or a
god).69 The allusiveness of bucolic becomes more clearly reduced to mere riddles in the
technopaegnia, which are the shape poems that are frequently collected with the Greek
bucolic poems. For instance, in the Syrinx the scholia parses out nearly every single
word as a clever rephrasing of something else. Certainly obscurity plays into the

Klooster 2011, 99-113 discusses Thyrsis’ song and the Daphnis myth, with special attention to
the problems of obscurity. She nicely summarizes: “Theocritus could tell Daphnis’ story in such
a way as to make his readers feel they were listening to a familiar story, while at the same time
tantalizing them with the fragmentary and allusive quality of his account.” Klooster 2011, 113.
68

69

Klooster 2021, 374 n.34 gives a concise summary of the history of the masquerade bucolique.
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tendencies of the Hellenistic poets in general, whose understanding of poetry is deeply
informed by their practice as scholars. The poem is never just that, but contains
multitudes of meaning.
The mysteries of the text can also be found in the notion of a whisper. Like a rich
text, the whisper can at rst be perceived as one thing, but invites the one who hears to
listen a little bit closer and uncover additional layers of meaning. Clarity and simplicity
is not the priority, but rather intimacy, complexity, mystery.

3.7. Cries and Violence in the Bucolic worl
As was mentioned earlier, Idyll 16 establishes the war cry as programmatically excluded
from the bucolic world. Idyll 16 also suggests that the bucolic song is a replacement for
the cry. When we get to the poet’s preview of the bucolic, the importance of the voice
shifts. The king’s great accomplishments herald a new age in which there is a kind of
return to a golden age, when there is peace, elds are cultivated, countless ocks bleat
(αἱ δ᾽ ἀνάριθμοι μήλων … βληχῷντο), the cricket sounds (τέττιξ … ἀχεῖ, 16.94-96),
spiderwebs disguise weapons, and the war cry has no name (βοᾶς δ᾽ ἔτι μηδ᾽ ὄνομ᾽
εἴη, 16.97). There may be a joke about how the similar word βόες (“cows)” which
appears in the same sedes ve lines earlier (16.92) will dominate this near homonym.
While βόες is not at rst glance in a similar semantic eld (cows and shouts are not
obviously commensurable), Theocritus’ particular usage of the terms βουκολικός,
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βουκολιάζεσθαι, etc might point to a clearer comparison. Theocritus’ characters use
these terms for the bucolic genre of song, which may or may not be sung by a
cowherd.70 One word (βοή) will fall into disuse, like the arms that spiders would cover
with spider webs (16.96-97), both associated with the military/epic tradition, but
another new word for a different type of song and a different kind of muse appears.
The removal of the word for shout is a kind of censorship. It may not be policing
the voice if there were to be no more need for a shout. But what might some of the
implications be for the removal of the shout, in view of traditional ways the Greeks
imagined the bucolic world? Evidently, the shout could be connected with sexual
violence. Surely the shout cannot be obsolete with angry and violently erotic Pan
sleeping nearby. And yet, Theocritus does not include the harsh violence, sexual and
otherwise, in his bucolic poems that typically appears in literary descriptions of a rural
scene. The whisper in this case emphasizes a one-sided view of intimacy. While
ψιθύρισμα is closely associated with erotic matters, as in the case of the cult for
Whispering Aphrodite and Eros, it runs contrary to the more violent erotic situations.
There is some precedent for an antagonism between shouts and the bucolic
setting, for instance in Sophocles’ Philoctetes where the titular character lives in isolation
primarily reserved for shepherds

Hunter 1999, 5-8.
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not with music of the ute (μολπὰν σύριγγος), like a shepherd pasturing his
ocks, does he come,— [215] no—but crying out a far-sounding howl (βοᾷ
τηλωπὸν ἰωάν) as he stumbles, perhaps, from tortuous pain, or as he scans the
haven unvisited by any ship. His cries (προβοᾷ) are loud, and terrible.
(Sophocles Philoctetes 212-217, tr. Jebb

The chorus uses the contrast between the sound of a shepherd’s syrinx and the shout
(βοή) of Philoctetes to mark how out of place he is in the setting.71 Here the chorus
imagines a calm that is native to a bucolic setting (where a shepherd pastures ocks).
Evidently, there is a literary tradition that, like Theocritus, imagines a contrast between
the calm of a shepherd with his syrinx and the voice of a warrior who is an active
member of the political world. Webster (1979: ad loc) notes “it is not the kind of noise
you would expect from a lonely shepherd - a song to a pipe (οὐ μολπὰν σύριγγος
ἔχων) - but he shouts (βοᾷ).” While Sophocles takes advantage of Philoctetes’ voice
undercutting certain expectations to heighten the intensity of the scene, Theocritus will
seem to prefer to focus on the quiet more directly.
However, there are is another instance of a cry in a rustic setting where the cry is

Nooter 2018, 208-210 on the non-linguistic sounds of Philoctetes in general notes that “his
inability to suppress an incredible series of shrill sounds” express the extreme quality of his
suffering.
71
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Chorus: To my latest thoughts. For he is not far from his home, but nearby. And

not as clearly out of context. In Euripides’ Helen we also encounter shouting with the
related verb ἀναβοάω again in a bucolic setting, where the crying and lamenting of
Helen are likened to those of a Nymph crying out at the rape of Pan.

κυανοειδὲς ἀμφ᾽ ὕδω
ἔτυχον ἕλικά τ᾽ ἀνὰ χλόα

18

φοίνικας ἁλίου πέπλου
αὐγαῖσιν ἐν χρυσέαι
ἀμφὶ δόνακος ἔρνεσι
θάλπουσα: ποτνίας δ᾽ ἐμᾶς
ἔνθεν οἰκτρὸν ἀνεβόασεν
ὅμαδον ἔκλυον, ἄλυρον ἔλεγον,

18

ὅτι ποτ᾽ ἔλακεν αἰάγμ
σι στένουσα, Νύμφα τι
οἷα Ναῒ
ὄρεσι φυγάδα νόμον ἱεῖσ
γοερόν, ὑπὸ δὲ πέτρινα γύαλ
κλαγγαῖσι
Πανὸς ἀναβοᾷ γάμους

19

Chorus: Beside the dark blue water I was drying purple clothes out on the
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tangled grasses in the golden sunlight by the sprouting reeds. There I heard a
dreadful wailing, a sad song that no lyre could play, that once a girl was
screaming, wailing like a Naiad, crying a song of grief as she runs away across
the mountains, then screeches in the rocky caves, as Pan is raping her. (Euripides
Helen 279-190, tr. Emily Wilson)

The chorus places special focus on the verb ἀναβοάω, as it is an action both of woman
who is heard (line 184) and of the nymph with whom she is compared (line 190).
Moreover, the verb falls emphatically at the end of the sentence and stanza. It seems to
be a word used when a woman has been violated. The strategic wife of Candaules has
to resist crying out when she observes that she has been violated, in order to plot the
overthrow of her husband.72 The Homeric Hymn to Demeter also emphasizes
Persephone’s cry when she is taken by Hades (using the word φωνή, line 20 and 55)
It is telling that the imagined Nymph is unspeci ed. Pan is known for raping
women. Some of the famous examples are Syrinx, Echo, and Pitus. Perhaps not
surprisingly, potential allusions to these three women appear in the opening lines of
Theocritus Idyll 1.73 These nymphs are part of the same world — the bucolic world —
Hdt. 1.10: “But the woman spied him as he left and, realizing that this was her husband’s
doing, she neither cried out (ἀνέβωσε), even though she felt shamed (αἰσχυνθεῖσα), nor let on
that she knew, since she intended (ἐν νοῷ ἔχουσα) to get even with Candaules. For among the
Lydians, as well as nearly all other barbarians, it is a great disgrace for even a male to be seen
naked. Thus she revealed nothing and remained silent (ἡσυχίην εἶχε) for the time being.”
72

πίτυς in line 1, συρίζειν in line 3, καταχές in line 7.
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73

where Pan lives (and rules?). Pan’s “marriages” to these nymphs (to follow the use of
γάμους in Eur. Helen 190) could in theory function in a similar way to the marriages of
Zeus in Hesiod’s Theogony, in which each sexual encounter helps to reinforce his control
of the cosmos. Instead of producing offspring who will help him rule, or guaranteeing
the support of a “married” woman, however, Pan’s desire is continually frustrated.
Syrinx was turned into reeds that he cut up and made music with. Echo continually
teased him. Nonnus pays special attention to Pan’s violent and frustrated desires in the
Dionysiaca. When Dionysus is hunting for his beloved (Nikaia) in the woods, he tells74
his companion hunting dog not to leave “rough-loving” (δυσίμερον, 16.212) Pan near
the girl lest he yoke her under enforced marriage (ἀναγκαίοις ὑμεναίοις 16.213). The
idea of enforced marriage to Pan echoes the cries of the nymph in Euripides’ Helen
discussed above. “Rough loving” in this context may suggest the violence of Pan, but it
also looks similar to the δύσερως which Priapus attributes to Daphnis in Idyll 1. Priapus
pairs this adjective with ἀμήχανος suggesting that it does not by itself describe a
violent desire, but rather a complicated and dif cult relationship to desire. This dif cult
relationship to love may cause frustration that could lead to violence. Aphrodite does
tell us that Daphnis boasts that he will ght Eros (1.97-98). While several gods face
frustrated sexual attempts (Apollo and Daphne, Hephaestus and Athena), these are
μηδὲ λίπῃς σέο Πᾶνα δυσίμερον ἐγγύθι κούρης,
μή μιν ἑλὼν ζεύξειεν ἀναγκαίοις ὑμεναίοις.
παρθένον αἴ κεν ἴδῃς, ταχὺς ἔρχεο, μάρτυρι σιγῇ
ἢ νοεραῖς ὑλακῇσιν ἀπαγγέλλων ∆ιονύσῳ·
16.212-215
74
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frequently in a rustic, natural setting. This makes sense since Artemis is another
goddess of the woods and the hunt, to whom chaste nymphs are often associated, but in
contrast to Pan, is a goddess in de ance of sex. The con ict of these two creates a
tension native to the rustic world
The frustration of erotic desire in rustic (bucolic) settings is also apparent in a
speech of Dio Chrysostom, where this erotic frustration is reimagined through a Cynic
perspective. In the discourse On Tyranny (6.19-20), Dio relates that Diogenes would joke
about how masturbation was an invention of Pan’s (although the story suggest Hermes
teaches Pan, undercutting the joke of Pan as inventor), after he wandered around the
woods in pursuit of Echo.

θαυμάζειν δὲ τῶν ἀνθρώπων τὸ τὸν μὲν πόδα μὴ θέλειν ἀργυρίου κνᾶσθαι
μηδὲ τὴν χεῖρα μηδὲ ἄλλο μηδὲν τοῦ σώματος, μηδὲ τοὺς πάνυ πλουσίους
ἀναλῶσαι ἂν μηδεμίαν ὑπὲρ τούτου δραχμήν· ἓν δὲ ἐκεῖνο τὸ μέρος πολλάκις
πολλῶν ταλάντων, τοὺς δέ τινας ἤδη καὶ τῇ ψυχῇ παραβαλλομένους. ἔλεγε
δὲ παίζων τὴν συνουσίαν ταύτην εὕρεμα εἶναι τοῦ Πανός, ὅτε τῆς Ἠχοῦς
ἐρασθεὶς οὐκ ἐδύνατο λαβεῖν, ἀλλ’ ἐπλανᾶτο ἐν τοῖς ὄρεσι νύκτα καὶ ἡμέραν,
τότε οὖν τὸν Ἑρμῆν διδάξαι αὐτόν, οἰκτείραντα τῆς ἀπορίας, ἅτε υἱὸν αὐτοῦ.
καὶ τόν, ἐπεὶ ἔμαθε, παύσασθαι τῆς πολλῆς ταλαιπωρίας· ἀπ’ ἐκείνου δὲ τοὺς
ποιμένας χρῆσθαι μαθόντας.
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He marvelled that while men were unwilling to pay out money to have a leg or
arm or any other part of their body rubbed, that while not even the very rich
would spend a single drachma for this purpose, yet on that one member they
spent many talents time and again and some had even risked their lives in the
bargain. In a joking way he would say that this sort of intercourse was a
discovery made by Pan when he was in love with Echo and could not get hold of
her, but roamed over the mountains night and day till Hermes in pity at his
distress, since he was his son, taught him the trick. So Pan, when he had learned
his lesson, was relieved of his great misery; and the shepherds learned the habit
from him. (Dio Chrysostom, 6.19-20, tr. Cohoon

Diogenes, in Dio’s account, imagines masturbation as the cure for Pan’s inability to
satisfy his desire for Echo as he wanders day and night looking for her.75 This is a Cynic
way to achieve ἡσυχία “calm.” The sound of Echo as a disruption for Pan would be
quieted. The nal comment of the passage from Dio can be read as an etiology. It
implies a perception that shepherds are horny and spend their time masturbating and
so Diogenes’ story explains that this habit was learned from Pan and Hermes. Idyll 1
(and Theocritus’ bucolic poetry in general) can be read as looking for another way (a
Dio has just mentioned that if the Achaeans were like him (while demonstrating for those
who doubt), Troy would not have been sacked and Priam, a descendant of Zeus would not have
been killed before the altar of Zeus, thereby avoiding a great impiety. So this is part of a larger
argument about how the ugly side effects of desire could be solved by masturbation. Cf. Ruth
Scodel’s paper in which she argues that Cercidas is making a similar point.
75
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parallel, if different one) to avoid and quiet the violence of erotic desires. Priapus in Idyll
1 draws on this same perception of a rural horniness, particularly focused on goatherds,
when he jokes that Daphnis, like a goatherd, envies the male goat who mounts female
goats (1.85-88).76 But Daphnis suggestively declines to respond to this provocation (i.e.
is silent). The female gure that a shepherd might desire, like Pan’s Echo, is
characteristically removed from earshot and likewise heightens frustration.
Daphnis does not resort to violence in order to satisfy his love, nor to
masturbation to calm his desire. Instead he endures his bitter love until the end. And as
a nal act, he requests to give his syrinx to Pan. Music, rather than an act of violence,
comes into focus. While Daphnis is not perfectly typical of bucolic characters, few other
bucolic characters engage in violent acts, sexual or otherwise, although many are as
erotically frustrated as Pan. In Idyll 5, Comatas crassly describes his sexual relationship
with Lacon
ἁνίκ᾽ ἐπύγιζον τυ, τὺ δ᾽ ἄλγεες· αἱ δὲ χίμαιρα
αἵδε κατεβληχῶντο, καὶ ὁ τράγος αὐτὰς ἐτρύπη
When I penetrated you, you groaned; and the she-goats right here, bleated out,
and the ram was drilling them. (5.41-42

Scholia 86a notes that goatherds are notoriously licentious, while cowherds are selfcontrolled; a passage from Aristotle’s History of Animals perhaps suggests something similar:
“Sheep are colder than goats to sleep among; for the goats chew the cud more and come
towards people. But the goats are less tolerant of cold than the sheep.” ἐγκαθεύδειν δὲ
ψυχρότεραι ὄιες αἰγῶν· αἱ γὰρ αἶγες μᾶλλον μηρυκάζουσι καὶ προσέρχονται πρὸς τοὺς
ἀνθρώπους· εἰσὶ δ᾿ αἱ αἶγες δυσριγώτεραι τῶν ὀίων. (610B 32-35).
76
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This is perhaps the most graphic sexual description in the Idylls, but even this
downplays the violence. Comatas compares Lacon’s suffering to the experience of the
livestock, emphasizing it as natural and ubiquitous. The description of Lacon’s pain
using the verb ἀλγέω recalls also the literary reference to the song the “pains of
Daphnis” (τὰ ∆άφνιδος ἄλγε᾽, 5.20). Comatas, in a coarse way, taught Lacon about the
poetic tradition (παῖδ᾽ ἔτ᾽ ἐγὼν ἐδίδασκον, 5.37). Later on during their song
competition, Comatas brings up their past sexual encounters again and paints it in
almost entirely favorable light, recalling Lacon as “fawning” (σεσαρώς, 5.117) and
“wriggling” (εὖ ποτεκιγκλίζευ, 5.118). Idyll 27, titled the “Intimate Conversation”
(ὀαριστύς), features a character named Daphnis, who persuades a desired lover to sleep
with him. The author of this Idyll follows Theocritus in avoiding overt sexual violence
despite the tendencies of the setting. How members of the bucolic world deal with their
desire is a complicated issue, but the potential sexual violence of this world is largely
tucked away, subverted by a whisper
Nonnus, several hundred years later, reads the undertones of sexual violence in
the opening line of Theocritus. In Book 16, Nicaia was knocked out from wine and
Dionysus took her virginity (a trick that Pan envies). Upon realizing that she has been
tricked and raped, she cries out with a shrill voice (κινυρῇ φωνῇ, 16.353), as she
laments her lost virginity. She then blames others for not helping her: “Artemis has
deserted her own maidens. But Echo herself the enemy of the bed—why did not Echo

.
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tell me the whole scheme? Why did not Pine whisper in my ear, too low for Bacchos to
hear? Why did not Daphne the Laurel speak out—‘Maiden, beware, drink not the
deceiving water!’?” (16.360-64). Line 363 begins οὐ Πίτυς ἐψιθύριζε, juxtaposing the
pine and whisper that share the opening line of Theocritus Idyll 1. The whisper of the
pine which helps sets the tone for the bucolic poetry of Theocritus is imagined in the
Dionysiaca as a possible voice of intervention against the sexual violence which
penetrates Artemis’ forests.
Nonnus reads the traditional violence back into Theocritus opening line.
Theocritus’ world does not accommodate such events. The war cry, the shout do not
have a name. Perhaps we can read the negation in Nonnus’ text as a nod to the censored
nature of Theocritus’ world. Pitus did not whisper for Nicaia in the Dionysiaca, but she
does whisper in Theocritus, quietly tucking away the violence that we would otherwise
expect.

4. Conclusio
The world of Theocritus is multilayered and complex, but this chapter has aimed to
illustrate some of that richness through the lens of the whisper, a verbal act that has had
a small part in the written history of civilization. While silence is not explored in the
same way it is in Apollonius’ Argonautica, we do see that the quiet voice contributes to a
world that is de ned by modesty coupled with a longing for origins and the pure state
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of intimacy.
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CHAPTER FOU
The Silent Gods in Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura

1. Introductio

felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas
atque metus omnis et inexorabile fatum
subiecit pedibus strepitumque Acherontis avari:
fortunatus et ille deos qui novit agrestis
Panaque Silvanumque senem Nymphasque sorores.
Happy is he who has been able to understand the causes of things and has cast
down underfoot all fears and severe fate, and the noise of greedy Acheron.
Fortunate too is he who knows the rustic gods, Pan and old Silvanus and the
sister Nymphs
Vergil Georgics 2.491-49

In the passage above, Vergil appears to look toward Lucretius.1 Whether or not
Lucretius was the intended reference, this ‘happy man’ certainly connects with
Lucretius in embodying two key lessons of the De Rerum Natura: learning causes of

Gale 2004, 9 n. 21 on the passage, notes that Thomas (ad 490) rejects the view that these lines
refer speci cally to Lucretius. Gale 2004, 43 n. 74 also discusses the passage.
1
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things and overcoming the fear of death. Vergil’s description lingers on overcoming the
fear of death (two full lines) and characterizes the object of the fear in terms of sounds
(strepitum). This chapter makes the case that this auditory aspect of human fears,
highlighted here by a later reader of Lucretius, is also developed in De Rerum Natura
itself. The happy person’s ability to consign these sounds to a realm underfoot and
effectively silence them, mirrors the gods, who are consistently described as silent
(quieti) when their true nature is at issue. Silence is a major characteristic of the gods in
Epicureanism and Lucretius pushes back against the traditional view that the gods are
loud when asserting their will. The main focus of this chapter is the poetry of Lucretius,
but since Lucretius is re ective of a tradition that goes back to Epicurus, I will also be
examining silence in the philosophy of Epicureanism.2

2. Relevance of Silence in Epicurean Philosoph
Hellenistic philosophy in general has frequently been characterized by a shared interest
in nding ways of coping with the messy world that appeared in the wake of Alexander
the Great.3 The Skeptic and Epicurean schools of philosophy both thought that the
primary goal of philosophy should be reach a state of calm or lack of disturbance. The
Sedley 1998 argues that Lucretius was an Epicurean “fundamentalist” and only used Epicurus’
texts for any philosophical or scienti c arguments.
2

Long 1974, 2–4; Green 1990, 53 both note how the intellectual and political shifts were
interconnected.
3
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key term, ἀταραξία, is a compound noun comprised of an alpha-private negating the
abstract nominalization of the verb ταράσσω, meaning “to disturb.” This
fundamentally negative enterprise lends itself to concepts of silence, as an analogous or
parallel state. It is signi cant, for instance, that Sotion, the Alexandrian doxographer,
describes Parmenides’ turn to philosophy as a turn toward ἡσυχία, “quiet.”4 The
Skeptics thought that all instability could be located at the level of knowledge or
opinion. If a person’s beliefs about the things were contradicted, as often happens, the
resulting uncertainty would cause anxiety and unhappiness. But if all opinions were
measured against opposing opinions in the proper way, a resulting suspension of belief
was an ideal state. So, for the Skeptics, the chatter of different opinions could nd rest in
the suspension of judgment. Sextus quotes Timon, the follower of Pyrrhus, for a
description of the ultimate state of peace, that also puts it in terms of quiet.5 Although
Sextus Empiricus uses the term ἐποχή for suspension of judgment, Timon bears witness
to a tradition in which speechlessness, ἀφασία, was explicitly a goal of Skeptic

Diogenes Laertius IX.21. DL refers to Sotion’s authority primarily for the claim that
Parmenides was more a student of a Pythagorean named Ameinias than of Xenophanes, which
culminates by saying “he was turned to quiet (εἰς ἡσυχίαν) by Ameinias and not by
Xenophanes.
4

Sextus Empiricus Against the Ethicists, 1
“by acquiring the perfect and sceptical frame of mind
each of us will (in the words of Timon) pass his life
In great comfort and calm (ἡσυχία)
Ever devoid of care, uniformly free from distraction
Quite regardless of all Sweet-voiced Science’s tales.”
5
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philosophy.6
For the Epicureans, disturbances were of utmost importance to avoid. This
in uenced many elements of their philosophy, and in particular led to their
characterization as removed from the world of politics.7 For Epicurus, disturbances
could occur at the level of opinion, but the most important opinion, namely about the
fear of death, was deeply tied to the pleasures and pains of the body. In fact, the
Epicureans held the view that pleasure is the ultimate good and so knowledge was
subordinate to pleasure. Their de nition of pleasure, however, is not simply intuitive.
They divide pleasure into two types. One is kinetic, or stimulating, the kind of pleasure
that a person feels when taste something sweet, or hear an incredible symphony. The
other is static, primarily freedom from pains.8 This is the pleasure one has when they
manage their expectations, when they do not over-indulge. The notion of static pleasure
can nd analogy in silence.

Clayman 2009, 54–55 discusses the Aristocles passage, which tells us Timon claims that for
those disposed in the appropriate way, rst there will be speechlessness (ἀφασίαν) and then
stillness (ἀταραξίαν). Beckwith 2011 argues that ἀφασίαν is an error in the transmitted text and
should rather read ἀπαθείαν because this is unparalleled in other discussions of Pyrrho. This is
too strong a claim. One can see in comparing the de nition of Skepticism in Sextus Empiricus’
Outlines of Pyrrhonism (I.8) that Sextus follows Timon (or more likely the larger Sceptic tradition)
in presenting the outcome of Skepticism in two parts: rst entering suspension of judgment
(ἐποχή) and then into stillness (ἀταραξίαν). For one reason or another, Sextus, or some earlier
Skeptic philosopher, replaced ἀφασία with ἐποχή.
6

7

Roskam 2007 explores the doctrine of “living unnoticed” (λάθε βιώσας) in detail.

Alternately, this pleasure may be called katastematic. Liebersohn 2015 makes the case that this
pair also maps onto necessary vs unnecessary pleasures, which is another distinction made in
Epicureanism.
8
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3. Silence as a Metaphor for the Epicurean summum bonum
The Epicurean summum bonum is sometimes put in terms of quiet or silence. For
instance, Plutarch describes Epicurus’ de nition of the good in terms of quiet and calm.

καίτοι Ἐπίκουρος τἀγαθὸν ἐν τῷ βαθυτάτῳ τῆς ἡσυχίας ὥσπερ ἐν ἀκλύστῳ
λιμένι καὶ κωφῷ τιθέμενος τοῦ εὖ πάσχειν τὸ εὖ ποιεῖν οὐ μόνον κάλλιον
ἀλλὰ καὶ ἥδιον εἶναί φησι
And yet Epicurus, who places the good at the deepest point of quiet, just as in a
sheltered and mute harbour, claims that it is not only nobler, but also more
pleasant, to confer than to receive bene ts. (Plutarch 778c Maxime cum Principibus
Philosopho Esse Diserendum)

Although it is unclear who Plutarch’s source might be, the idea of the good as the
“deepest point of quiet” (ἐν τῷ βαθυτάτῳ τῆς ἡσυχίας) is remarkable. While there is
no clear linguistic parallel in any extant texts of Epicurus, Philodemus On Rhetoric Book
5, fr. 27b 11-12 contains a collocation of ἐν ἡσυχίᾳ βαθείᾳ, which may draw on a similar
model. The silence is emphasized by the analogy of the mute harbor (reading κωφός as
“mute”, which Fowler translates as “landlocked”). The harbor is protected from the
waves - clearly a static pleasure - but is also avoids noise. Plutarch’s citation of
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Epicurus’ de nition of the good at rst seems super uous to the context, but it is
evidently a way of blurring the distinction between good and pleasure, which for
Epicurus were more or less identical, so that Plutarch could point out that generosity is
a pleasurable thing to do. While Plutarch is a problematic source, as an antagonist of the
Epicurean school from a later period, we can at least see that this kind of description of
the Epicurean good life was possible.
Epicurus de nes pleasure in his Letter to Menoeceus. It is not those pleasures of
the pro igates (οἱ ἀσώτοι) nor in indulgence (ἀπόλαυσις), but it is neither suffering in
the body nor being troubled in the mind (ἀλλὰ τὸ μήτε ἀλγεῖν κατὰ σῶμα μήτε
ταράττεσθαι κατὰ ψυχήν, 131). He then contrasts these more kinetic pleasures with the
more static

οὐ γὰρ πότοι καὶ κῶμοι συνείροντες οὐδ᾽ ἀπολαύσεις παίδων καὶ γυναικῶν
οὐδ᾽ ἰχθύων καὶ τῶν ἄλλων, ὅσα φέρει πολυτελὴς τράπεζα, τὸν ἡδὶν γεννᾷ
βίον, ἀλλὰ νήφων λογισμὸς καὶ τὰς αἰτίας ἐξερευνῶν πάσης αἱρέσεως καὶ
φυγῆς καὶ τὰς δόξας ἐξελαύνων ἐξ ὧν πλεῖστος τὰς ψυχὰς καταλαμβάνει
θόρυβος.
For drinks and parties that string together, or the indulgence in children and
women, or in sh and other things which a plentiful table bears, these do not
beget the pleasant life, but sober reasoning which examines the causes of every
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inclination and avoidance and which drives out the opinions from which the
greatest uproar seizes souls
(Epicurus Letter to Menoeceus, 132

This lengthy elaboration of pleasure as a kind of calculation rather than feast or party
ends emphatically on the word θόρυβος, “uproar.” The sober accounting is responsible
to drive away those opinions from which the greatest disturbance seizes souls. Here he
puts pleasure and the good in terms that are auditory and connect to silence. Driving
away the disturbing beliefs will presumably lead to a quieter, calmer life. Sound, or the
lack of sound, grasps the soul, rather than the soul grasping the sound and its meaning,
as in katalepsis. This is an appropriate description as it shows how sensory stimuli can
not only be an object of perception (in which the perceiver is in control) but also can also
take control of the perceiver and encourage disturbing beliefs.
Silence is a useful way to conceptualize the summum bonum of the Epicureans, as
a negation of the disruptive noises that make up much of human life. Perhaps this
parallels the silences that are sometimes connected with death. On this intuitive level,
we can understand the Cyrenaics criticism of the Epicurean view of pleasure as the
“condition of a corpse.”9 This parallel will not be lost in Lucretius, but contributes to the

Clement Strom. II xxi 130.7-8. In fact, it was the later sect of Cyrenaics, the Annicereans, who
are reported as leveling this criticism. See O’Keefe 2002, 407 n.36 and 415, and Annas 1993,
233-235 for more on the Cyrenaics and Annicereans.
9
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rhetorical case for establishing a neutral relationship with death.

4. Quies in Lucretiu
Lucretius uses the vocabulary of silence here and there throughout the poem. The most
signi cant term in his text, which will be our focus, is the word quies. Other words, such
as sileo or taceo appear occasionally, but less frequently and without much of a clear
pattern. Quies, however, is used already within the proem, when Lucretius prays for
Venus to quiet the wild works of war into sleep (ef ce ut interea fera moenera militiai | per
maria ac terras omnis sopita quiescant; 1.29-30). Lucretius hopes for a world that is quiet
like a harbor. Now, quies need not be auditory. Like ἡσυχία, it frequently means calm,
peace, or rest. As such, it is prominent in discussions of physics, as well as politics and
ethics. But the auditory meaning of “quiet” is no less present in Latin than it is for the
Greek word ἡσυχος. Indeed, the word group of quies corresponds well with the
Epicurean ideal of ἀταραξία, for which ἡσυχία is a synonym (see, e.g. Kyria Doxa 14).
There is never an instance in which an auditory meaning is fully excluded, and so we
can always consider it as part of the rich sense of the term.
Early on in Book 2, when Lucretius is explaining the nature of atomic motion,
quies describes what primary bodies do not have (nulla quies est/reddita corporibus primis
per inane profundum, 2.95-96). There is no bottom where falling atoms can come to rest.
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Perhaps counter-intuitively, bodies do not in abstraction come to state of rest.10 In
contrast, the void is described as quietum (omnia quapropter debent per inane quietum/ aeque
ponderibus non aequis concita ferri 2.238-39). Fowler (2002) suggests this adjective is
possibly a metaphor that has been transferred from its normal application to the air and
he highlights the contrast of void’s calm with the violent motion of the atoms (which are
concita in verse 239). The word family is used in relation to Epicurean physics in a way
that activates its physical meanings. The context does not immediately activate an
auditory meaning, but it may still be available. Indeed, in comparing these two
passages, we might notice that quietum effectively replaces profundum as the adjective
for per inane. These two together, profundum and quietum can remind us of Epicurus’ ἐν
βαθυτάτῳ τῆς ἡσυχίης. The void affords us a deep quiet place where the mind can be
free from pain. Book 2 begins with the image of observing stormy seas from a place of
safety, setting the reader up to nd deep calm as they read Book 2. This can be read as a
contrast to the reductio ad absurdum that atoms could laugh and cry (1.915-920,
2.973-990). The quies of the void is mirrored by a kind of silence of the atoms. As we turn
our attention to them falling through space, none of the categories of sounds we might
be familiar with seem to apply here. Instead, we study the void in silence.
The term quies also holds considerable signi cance in Lucretius’ discussion of
death. For instance, death is twice described in terms of quies secura (leti secura quies est,

This passage is similar to 1.996-999. Fowler 2002, 177 comments that quies at 2.95 retains its
associations with the human world here and draws a military comparison with Livy 1.31.5.
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3.211; cur non… capis securam, stulte, quietem, 3.938-39). As Bailey notes, “in the
Epicurean theory death, being the annihilation of the personality, is not to be feared but
rather regarded as a ‘care-free’ rest.” (Bailey 1947: 1023) Quies which is only connected
to the evasive void in Epicurean physics and is a negation of the chaotic behavior of
atoms, in an ethical context becomes a positive term for death. The Cyrenaic criticism
that the Epicurean notion of pleasure and happiness is appropriate for a corpse actually
turns out to be a rhetorical asset for Lucretius to make the case that death is nothing to
us (see also 3.910, 3.920, 3.1038). Quies serves a rhetorical purpose in softening the fear
of death and contributes a sense of calm to the contemplation of the universe. Again in
the case of the gods, it seems to serve something close to a descriptive purpose.

5. Dei Quieti in De Rerum Natura
Lucretius makes a point of describing the gods as silent. This is frequently in contrast to
the idea humans have that gods are noisy. Such ideas re ect a traditional view of the
gods, who are rarely imagined as quiet or silent. In the Theogony, for instance, there is a
great crescendo of noise when Zeus and the Titans ght (Theog. 665-730) and Typhoeus
makes markedly monstrous and terrifying noises (Theog. 820-868). Equally, the Muses
are described in terms of sound at the beginning of the poem, but of a more orderly sort.
William Brockliss has suggested that Zeus and his thunderbolt adopt monstrous sounds
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of the Titans, but Zeus also bene ts from the orderly sounds of the Muses.11 Hence, the
Theogony casts the struggle for power among gods as a struggle to control sounds, sweet
and frightening. Of course, gods do sometimes speak quietly or are silenced as when
Ares whispers to Zeus (Iliad 5.889), or when Zeus silences Hera’s complaints in Book 1
of the Iliad (ἀκέουσα κάθησο, Iliad 1.565). But these are expressions of deference to a
superior in line with the social signi cance of silence outlined by Silvia Montiglio in her
book on silence.12 Some gods by nature are quiet, such as Aphrodite, who favors
whispers (Hes. Th. 205), or Hermes, who requests silence to complete certain
shenanigans (Hymn to Hermes 90-93), but these are exceptions and t the model in which
sound serves the powerful and silence serves the marginalized. In terms of the
experience of ritual, noises certainly played a signi cant role in the experience of
religious participants.13 This is not to say that gods are always noisy. Like humans, they
have a dynamic relationship to sound and silence. But there is a strong strand of
traditional representations of the gods that utilize sound and noise as an expression of
their power and connection to our mortal realm.
The traditional picture of the loud god is repeatedly undermined by Lucretius’
own descriptions of the gods. At three moments when the true nature of the gods is at

11

Brockliss 2017.

12

Montiglio 2000, ch. 2.

13

Power 2018 describes the signi cant sounds in rituals as “soundmarks.”
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issue, Lucretius uses the adjective quietus to describe them.14 The rst is near the
opening of Book 3, when Lucretius has an epiphany of the divine. Book 3 begins by
exalting Epicurus’ power to facilitate revelation. He brought such clear light out of so
many dark shadows and shone a light on the blessings of light. Epicurus’ reasoning
(ratio, 3.14 perhaps translating λόγισμος) began to proclaim (vociferari) the nature of
things and the terrors of the mind ed and the walls of the world gave way to reveal
things traveling through the void. Apparently, among the things carried through the
void were the gods, or at least their seats

apparet divum numen sedesque quietae
quas neque concutiunt venti nec nubila nimbis
aspergunt neque nix acri concreta pruina
cana cadens violat semperque innubilus aether
integit, et large diffuso lumine ridet.
The divine will and quiet seats of the gods appear, which neither winds shake,
nor clouds sprinkle with rain, nor does solid white snow falling in bitter winter
profane, and which cloudless sky always covers and smiles with widely

There are generally two approaches to what the Epicurean gods are. Realists argue that
Epicureans believed the gods actually existed, whereas Idealists think the Epicureans conceived
of the gods as mental models for the ideal life. Essler 2011, Konstan 2011 have recently defended
the realist position, while Sedley 2011 has recently defended the Idealist position. I lean toward
the realist position, but would argue that this ambiguity is part of the Epicureans’ complex
approach to the divine.
14
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dispersed light. (3.18-22

In this performative moment of revelation, the poet claims to see the will and seats of
the gods, which are quietae “quiet.” Lucretius closely adapts a passage from Homer’s
Odyssey.15 Following the Odyssey, quietae translates ἀσφαλές, which means
“unfaltering.” Epicurus does use ἀσφαλεία in Kuriai Doxai 14 (Diog. Laert. 10.143) as
another near synonym to ἀταραξία, but quietae hardly captures the etymology or the
more precise meaning of the Greek word, which implies spatial stability. Instead of
stability, Lucretius opts for quietae which can suggest the calm and quiet of the gods’
place, similar to the void in Book 2, or the description of the good that Plutarch
attributes to Epicurus. While Lucretius has chosen to adapt a Homeric passage that
approximates Epicurean ideals, he adapts it even more speci cally to t his own
preferred vocabulary. The seats of the gods contrast with the atoms that fall through the
void with no rest (nulla quies, 2.95). Somehow this is a place of greater calm and quiet
than even the atoms and void. One is inclined to wonder about this description. Are
divine seats all compacted together? But then what is the sense of geri? Is there some
different principle of movement? Instead, we should take quietae as “at peace, quiet,
undisturbed, even if carried about through the void like atoms.” In other words, quies in
Book 3 takes on a thicker sense than was ostensibly available in the discussion of atoms

Odyssey 6.42-46.
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in Book 2. While the gods have an extraordinary quiet that is perhaps desirable for
humans, Lucretius’ vision is contingent on the sounds of Epicurus’ voice (vociferari,
3.14). But it is the peace and quiet that is at the center of this picture of divinity.
The gods in their true form are twice more described as quietus in De Rerum
Natura. Each of these descriptions makes it clear that quies is one of the key ways that
Lucretius views the Epicurean gods. Near the opening of Book 5, as Lucretius prepares
to explain the mortality of the world, he argues that no one should believe that the seats
of the gods (sedes deum) can exist in any part of the world (mundi, 5.146-47). He adds
that the nature of the gods is slender (tenuis) and far removed from our senses and
therefore scarcely perceived by the mind (5.148-49). What follows is an elaboration of
how the gods are not involved in human life and it is stupid (desiperest, 5.165) to think
about any ways they might be. He then wonders what bene t the gods could get from
our thanks.

quidve novi potuit tanto post ante quietos
inlicere ut cuperent vitam mutare priorem?
What new thing could entice them so long after previously being at rest to want
to change their prior life? (5.165-69

The description of the gods in Book 3 was in uenced by a traditional poetic conception
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of the divine, but at this later point in the poem, traditional notions of the divine are
under attack, and so we can expect any positive description of the gods to be more
distinctively — and nakedly — Epicurean. After a lengthy discussion about the gods
and what they are not, we get one positive description. They are quietos, just as their
sedes were in Book 3. True, their atoms are described as slender (tenuis) and far removed,
but these are functionally negations. While slender attributes a quality to the nature of
the gods, it is in fact only a quality that limits what can perceive it. Quietos on the other
hand actually describes the gods, apparently from a rational observation. As Lucretius
tells us, the gods are not perceptible through the senses, and scarcely through the mind.
The quies of the gods that rst emerges in Lucretius’ Book 3 revelation of the gods,
thanks to the voice of Epicurus’ ratio (3.14), is now the key divine attribute. It
distinguishes gods from humans. The notion of novelty together with the verb inlicere
suggest kinetic pleasures, whereas quietos indicates a state of static pleasure.
The quiet of the gods can also contrast with the sound of destruction that is
central to the fears confronted by Book 5. The great challenge and sticking point of Book
5 is to persuade the reader that the world is mortal just like all worldly things. Lucretius
expresses this fear explicitly in terms of its terrifying sounds.

quod procul a nobis ectat Fortuna gubernans,
et ratio potius quam res persuadeat ipsa
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May guiding Fortune steer this far from us and may reason rather than the thing
itself persuade us that all things can collapse overcome with a frightful-sounding
crash. (5.107-109

Lucretius holds out hope to the reader that they will be fortunate enough to understand
the fact of the world’s mortality, without having to experience it rst-hand. The
sentence ends emphatically with fragore, the audible crash, which is speci cally horrisono
“frightful-sounding.” This language gives the reader a vivid sense of what the res ipsa
would be like, and in particular in terms of how it would sound. These are the sounds
of the world dying. We could compare this with description in Book 2 of the funeral
dirge mingling with the cry of newborns (miscetur funere vagor, etc. 2.576-580). The
sounds of life and death — at both the human level and the level of worlds — contrast
starkly with the quies of the gods.
The third time that quietus is used in connection with the gods, again when their
true nature seems to be at issue, also af rms the separation of the divine from the noisy
disturbances of the world as we know it. Book 6 follows the proof in Book 5 that the
earth, air, and sea is mortal and proceeds to explain many of the strange and wonderful
natural phenomena that we see in the world around us.16 Many of the phenomena of

See Jope 1989 for a reading that aims to make sense of Book 6 as a unity.
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succidere horrisono posse omnia victa fragore.

put an end to that association. Thus, Lucretius advises his reader to rid their mind of
these false ideas about the gods, which are alien to their peace and detract from their
power (6.68-71). This advice is not out of fear that the gods might be offended, but
rather humans cannot approach the shrines of the gods with a peaceful heart (6.75-79),
due to how they imagine the gods.

sed quia tute tibi placida cum pace quietos
constitues magnos irarum volvere uctus,
But because you will imagine those quiet with calm peace to turn over great
oods of angers (6.73-74

Again, the adjective quietos functions as a substantive in place of the word deos, serving
as a short-hand de nition of the gods. The true nature of the gods is put into sharp
contrast with the way that the addressee imagines them. It is a contradiction on several
levels that entities positively identi ed as quieti could possibly be creator or participant
in “great oods” (of anger or otherwise). Human imagination fundamentally
misunderstands the gods. This misunderstanding nds correction primarily in the
notion of quies. What is ironic — and rhetorically clever on the part of Lucretius — for
traditionally-minded individuals is that Lucretius bases this conceptual rede nition of
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the world are traditionally attributed to the gods and so it is central to this account to

the gods in the traditional representation of the gods translated from the Odyssey and
functioning as a revelation of the divine nature.
We can also contrast the true de nition of the gods as quieti with the erroneous
perception of the gods as loud. For instance, further into Book 6, when discussing the
nature of the thunderbolt, a traditional symbol of Zeus’ power, Lucretius again imputes
the misperception of gods creating loud sounds.

Quod si Iuppiter atque alii fulgentia divi
terri co quatiunt sonitu caelestia templa
But if Jupiter and the other gods shake the shining regions of heaven with
terrifying sound… (6.387-88

As with the description of the destruction of the earth, here too the fear of the gods is
closely associated with the terrifying sounds they create. From the traditional
perspective, gods, who are rarely visible to humans even in the literary imagination,
have recourse to sounds to make their presence known and demonstrate their incredible
power. Lucretius stresses that his vision of the gods contrasts with a traditional view of
the gods. Crucially quies is a rich enough word that it can capture the broad sense of
being “undisturbed” as well as the sensory element of gods being silent and not
participating in the sonic realm that we are part of.

 


 


 


fi

)


fi

119

6. Lucretius’ Silent Gods in the Human Imagination
In addition to these three moments, when the true nature of the gods is revealed (at
least in part), Lucretius also uses related words to talk about Calliope and Venus. In
Book 6, after discussing that quiet gods do not have great angers, Lucretius calls upon
Calliope as he begins his account of thunder and lightning. He refers to her as requies
hominum divumque voluptas, which, as Monica Gale (Gale 1994, 153-154) suggests, points
to the peace of the gods and reminds the reader of the rst line of the poem. Although
requies is absent in the rst line, the poet does ask Venus to quiet (quiescant, 1.30) savage
works of war, further establishing the connection between the opening of the poem and
this passage. Gods, insofar as we can identify true Epicurean gods in Lucretius, are
repeatedly connected to words like quies. The valence of quies et al is rich and this word
group is of considerable importance to Epicurean thought. It connects physics with
ethics and theology. But an auditory meaning too remains plausible, as I have
suggested. Now, however, I will turn to evidence that does not rely on this word, but
does imply that humans misunderstand the silence of the gods that is evident in the
texts.
In book 2, the passage on the magna mater is characterized by many sounds and
musical instruments (see especially 2.618-623), but the goddess herself is described in
striking contrast as silently bestowing gifts:
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ergo cum primum magnas invecta per urbis
muni cat tacita mortalis muta salute
Therefore when rst she is carried through the great cities unspeaking she blesses
mortals with silent health. (2.624-25

The goddess in Lucretius’ account slips between a mythological actor (hanc […] in curru
biiugos agitare leones, 2.600-601) and a cult object (muralique caput summum cinxere corona,
2.606).17 The repetition of hanc to emphatically begin sentences at 2.600 and 2.610
suggest that there is an underlying mater that Lucretius nds emerging in various cult
practices. At the point where she is carried in the quotation above (2.624-25), it is
unclear what exactly her ontological status is. Bailey on these lines suggests that it is “in
reference to the image of Cybele in the chariot, or in Rome itself possibly to the actual
black stone.”18 But Lucretius imagines the goddess blessing mortals in a way that
suggests a true divinity. This ambiguity allows the nascent Epicurean to anticipate the
true nature of the gods that will be revealed at the beginning of Book 3. The goddess
may in some sense bless mortals, but it is only in silence and with silence. Her silence
contrasts with the noisy and musical behavior of her worshippers (2.618-23). The

Gale 1994, 28-29 notes that Lucretius includes as many different types of allegoresis in this
section as possible.
17

18

Bailey 1947, vol. 2, 905.
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participate in these noisy disturbances and that their health also depends on a similar
silence. This parallel of mortal and divine mirrors the passage from Book 6 (6.73-79), in
which the worshipper can only approach the worship of the gods with a peaceful heart,
if they imagine the gods as peaceful (or quietos).
In a passage from Book 4, the implicit demonstration of divine silence is inverted
again to re ect misperceptions about the gods. Within the longer discussion of sound
and hearing and after lighting on the topic of echoes, Lucretius takes a brief digression
to discuss the imaginative perceptions about sounds that people have in the
countryside. Lucretius claims that these rustics desire that their places not be thought
abandoned by the gods (loca deserta ab divis, 4.591). Therefore they ll this landscape
with imaginary gods and their sounds and music

haec loca capripedes satyros nymphasque tenere
nitimi ngunt et faunos esse loquuntur
quorum noctivago strepitu ludoque iocanti
ad rmant vulgo taciturna silentia rumpi
chordarumque sonos eri dulcisque querelas
tibia quas fundit digitis pulsata canentum
et genus agricolum late sentiscere, quom Pan,

fi

.


 


fi

fl

fi

122
fi

fi

 


goddess’s blessing is in her silence. Quietly she shows her worshippers that gods do not

unco saepe labro calamos percurrit hiantis,
stula silvestrem ne cesset fundere musam.
Locals imagine that goat-footed satyrs and nymphs inhabit these places and they
say that there are fauns by whose night-wandering noise and joking games they
unanimously af rm that the quiet silences are broken and sounds of the strings
are made and sweet tunes which the pipe pours out when struck by the ngers of
those singing and they say how the farmers listen far and wide, when Pan,
shaking the pine leaves covering his half-beast head, often runs over the gaping
reeds with curved lip, that the pipe may not cease to pour out the woodland
muse. (4.580-89

Whereas in Book 2, the icon of the goddess inadvertently presented an Epicurean image
of divine quiet while the humans worshipped in a noisy way, here in Book 4, humans
import gods into their land and imagine the music and noice that these divinities make.
The quiet silences of these parts doubles the vocabulary of silence. Rather than attribute
these sounds to the natural phenomena, the locals imagine that the silence is broken by
noise (strepitu) of these nymphs and satyrs. The error of the locals is evident in the
assumption that gods will come and make music to accompany humans in any place,
instead of enjoying the quiet silence (taciturna silentia) of the countryside. It is
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pinea semiferi capitis velamina quassans,

interesting to note that such a danger of misattribution, leading to erroneous religious
belief, does not arise in discussion of any other of the senses. This suggests that divine
peace or quies should especially be understood in terms of the absence of sound and
that sounds (out of all sensory stimuli) are especially prone to elicit erroneous inferences
about gods.

7. Conclusio
Lucretius, in line with Epicurus’ notion of pleasure as a kind of deep quiet, makes a
point of characterizing the gods as fundamentally quiet. The con ict between divine
silence and the popular, traditional perceptions of loud and musical gods runs as a
theme throughout the epic and is one of the disturbing δόξαι that Epicurus advised
Menoeceus sober reason drives out. Lucretius aims to silence not only the noise
(strepitus) of Hades, as Vergil has it, but indeed the noise of all the gods. The
psychological disturbance that these noises could cause is a signi cant obstacle to the
achievement of human happiness.
In a sense, this silence of the gods pre gures the ineffable quality of the divine
that became so important to Plotinus and Christian Theologians. While I have
suggested primarily that the quies of the gods re ects the calm of their existence and the
separation of the gods from any disturbing noises in the natural world, we might also
understand it in a sense closer to the ineffable. Indeed, they are quiet because we know
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so little about them. Our apprehension of the divine is solely through our power of
reason and even that is with great dif culty. Given this extraordinary gap in
comprehension, Lucretius’ may contribute to a conception of the gods as ineffable.
Essentially, we can reconstruct his view as we know that the gods are happy and so
must be in a state of peace and quiet, but apart from that — and partially because of that
— the gods are inaccessible to us. Hence, so much work in the De Rerum Natura has to
go into showing what the gods are not, rather than many positive claims about what
they are.
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CHAPTER FIV
Conclusio

1. The Empowered Voic
The political and social changes in the Hellenistic period have often been portrayed as
sharply distinct from the earlier periods in Greek and Mediterranean cultures.1 One can
object that this contrast is sometimes overemphasized and ignores similar trends in the
Archaic and Classical periods.2 Indeed, the concept of periodization can itself encourage
an emphasis on change that can disregard continuities. However, the writing of history
requires that we draw distinctions where we can and the Hellenistic period was without
a doubt a time in which many communities changed in re ection of broad political
trends.
One such change, as I hope has become clear in the foregoing chapters, is the
way that the literature represents silence. The power of the human voice was previously
highly prized. The perseverance of human dignity was often contingent upon it and a
silence could come close to erasing one’s identity. But Hellenistic texts reveal interest in
voices that have less power. Medea’s voice in Apollonius’ Argonautica echoes the voices
of other women in the epic who are powerless in the face of the direction the epic must
1

Selden 1998; Bing 1988.

Nelson 2021 argues that sophisticated engagement with Homeric hapax legomena, such as has
been traditionally limited to Hellenistic poets, is apparent in Archaic and Classical poetry.
Therefore he urges that we must reconsider traditional narratives of literary history.
2
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the voices that have set the inevitable story of the Argonauts in motion. And yet Medea
collapses the distance between the powerful and the powerless as she increasingly
comes into control of the narrative, mirroring the author. Meanwhile, the author begins
to mirror her uncertainty that is rooted in the powerlessness of the female by-standers.
These authorial hesitations can tap into those of a reader or audience member who may
know the opening wish of the nurse in Euripides’ Medea that the Argo had never set
sail.
In Theocritus the tone of his poetry is established by the whisper in Idyll 1. In
reading this whisper as a master metaphor for Theocritus poetic project as a whole, I
nd a number of smaller facets of voice that are less powerful, if not quite powerless.
The whisper is presented as an emblem of the marginalized, distrusted, and lustful. The
herdsmen sing songs, but aspire to be second to Pan (and not wake him up). The songs
are intimate and show little interest in leveraging the social capital of a public
performance at a festival or celebration. The characters are aware that their songs have a
brief, ephemeral existence, without a promise of future performance. They have no
pretense of targeting a broad audience, but are frequently local. And at the same time
that the temporary nature of poetry is acknowledged, characters also embody a longing
to recapture the purity of earlier poetic experience. Theocritus also explicitly censors the
cry, the primary vocal means of expressing power, from his bucolic world. This
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go. Alcimede, the mother of Jason, together with the women of Iolcus, wishes to silence

censorship also extends to the cry that might be the nal expression of power from a
woman who is reduced to powerlessness as she is raped, a scene not unfamiliar in
earlier rustic scenes. By removing these cries from his poems Theocritus gives us a
censored countryside, and leaves us with the whispers of pillow-talk.
Lucretius, meanwhile, presents an inversion of the traditional equation of voice
with power. The gods who are silent are most powerful, in that they live a happy and
peaceful life. They have the power to silence disturbances, even if that power appears to
be a powerlessness. The noisy celebrations of the worshippers of the magna mater only
disturb themselves, whereas the goddess distributes silent health. The thundering
lightning bolt of Zeus which is traditionally one of the greatest emblems of power in
Greek mythology becomes no more a symbol of divine power than any other equally
random natural event. Lucretius does connect the power of Epicurus’ ratio with voice
when he makes it the subject of the verb vociferari (DRN 3.14), but this of a piece with
the overall inversion, by applying the vocabulary associated with a powerful voice to
Epicurus’ text, which is, in fact, quite silent.

2. Contrasting Silence
While all three texts show a concern with empowering a powerless voice, each is
distinct and they contrast with one another. These contrasts could relate to general
differences between the texts. Although all three authors write primarily in dactylic
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hexameters, they represent three very different approaches to poetry. Apollonius writes
a continuous epic in the style of Homer relating the adventures of heroes at length. We
see characters go on a journey and in a sense we join them on it. Theocritus, meanwhile,
writes very short poems that only give us glimpses of their characters. When a character
named Daphnis appears, we inevitably wonder “is that the same Daphnis?” While
Apollonius explores mythological characters who are very well known (Jason, Medea,
Heracles), Theocritus uncovers lesser known mythologies. Like Apollonius, Lucretius
writes one long continuous poem, but the only constant character is Epicurean
philosophy. Some mythological stories appear, but only in brief and as examples. While
Apollonius and Theocritus seem to write poetry for itself, Lucretius explicitly describes
his poetry as a honey for the medicine of Epicurean philosophy
In Apollonius’ Argonautica, there is much interest in how Medea nds her voice
and asserts it to give her a part in driving her story. For Theocritus, there is only rare
hesitancy about whether a herdsman should sing. For instance, Thyrsis in Idyll 1 takes
some convincing from the goatherd, or Boucaeus in Idyll 10 is mocked by Milo for
singing an inappropriate song. But for the most part, there is little doubt about whether
a character will sing. One interesting parallel between Apollonius and Theocritus is that
both give voice to signi cant contrary-to-fact wishes. The female characters in the
Argonautica wish away the driving voices of the narrative, that is the voice of Phrixus’
ram and the command of Peleus. In Idyll 7, Lycidas wishes that he could recover the
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bucolic song of Comatas. Thus these are quite contrary to one another. The former
expresses a desire to undo the voices of the past, while the latter expresses a desire to
recapture and return to a past that has faded away. These desires, read through the lens
of Peter Bing’s notion of a Hellenistic rupture from past, illustrates two reactions to their
literary inheritance.3 The con dence in voice for the herdsmen maps nicely onto a wish
to recover past voices, while Medea’s doubts and hesitations clearly mirror a desire to
suppress past voices.
While Apollonius and Theocritus contrast in terms of their con dence in the
power of giving voice, they run parallel in their censorship. Apollonius is fairly explicit
about his censorship, as in the speech of Phineus who made the mistake of sharing
Zeus’ plan in its entirety. This mistake models the risk of too much knowledge that casts
its shadow over the whole of the Argonautica, in particular the knowledge of Euripides’
canonical Medea. Theocritus does expressly remove the “shout” from his bucolic world,
but elsewhere it is less clear that he is actively censoring. Instead, we are presented a
cleaner depiction of rural desire and the expected sexual violence is largely forgotten.
This unintentional or implicit censorship is also similar to the obscurity of Theocritus’
poems, which, without making a show of it, buries information. Apollonius’ poem
worries about giving too much information, and frequently does, whereas Theocritus’
poems are unworried about sharing all details, and thus frequently do not.

Bing 1988, 50–91.
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Apollonius and Lucretius also stand in stark contrast. Apollonius participates in
the traditional view of the gods that Lucretius is set on overturning. In the opening of
Book 3 of the Argonautica, it is true the goddesses are quietly conversing away from the
eyes of the group, but this is still far from the silent gods in Lucretius. Athena and Hera
are plotting to interfere in the affairs of men, while Lucretius insists that the gods’
blessing is their absence. In general, the characters in Apollonius are silent and anxious
as they confront a crisis. The silent gods of Lucretius, however, are unburdened by
anxieties. Instead, silence is a state of peace in De Rerum Natura, in line with the ultimate
goal of Epicurean philosophy, a lack of disturbance. Apollonius does toy with the
language of calm, as in the simile that describes Jason and Medea’s rst face-to-face
meeting. But these intimations of calm are mostly vitiated by the sense of foreboding.
The voyage of the Argonauts is hardly the place to nd the peace and quiet offered by
the Epicurean school of philosophy.4
Theocritus also participates in the traditional views of the gods that Lucretius
denies. The description of how local folks imagine rural gods in Book 4 of De Rerum
Natura (4.580-589) is targeting something very much like the poetry of Theocritus. One
might, in Theocritus’ defense point out that Pan is routinely absent from the poetry of
Theocritus (asleep at noon, 1.17, absent from the death of Daphnis, 1.123-130), the god

Clayman 2009, 187–208 argues that Apollonius presented the Argonauts through a lens of
skepticism. But she is clear that the characters are not ideal skeptic philosophers and so do not
achieve the ataraxia that skeptics aim to achieve.
4

fi

fi

 


132

on whose performance Lucretius xates in particular. Theocritus may not be prepared
to overturn the traditional mythological machinery — and in fact is quite intent on
exploring and expanding it — but he prefers to lter these mythological creatures
through smaller, human voices. The quiet of Theocritus’ bucolic resembles the quiet of
Lucretius’ gods, a notion familiar from Thomas Rosenmeyer’s The Green Cabinet. Both
attempt to remove disturbances that might upset the pleasures of life, but one is largely
aesthetic while the other is ethical. Lucretius aims to quiet the voices of nature that have
traditionally been associated with the power of the divine and disturb our souls.
Theocritus on the other hand imagines a puri ed countryside where cries and sexual
violence are relegated to the sidelines or forgotten, so that the poet, reader, and
characters can focus on song and poetry. Theocritus’ poetics also acknowledges its
ephemeral nature, much as Lucretius urges his readers to come to terms with their own
mortality as something that is peaceful. Participating in an ephemeral space heightens
the pleasure that participants seek, as Lycidas’ wish for Comatas’ song expresses.
Similarly, Lucretius’ exhortations that death is nothing also focus on the pleasure
available in the moment. Theocritus does focus on a longing for the past, which
complicates a pleasure that on the surface is simpler for Lucretius. Both Lucretius and
Theocritus shift their perspective to the margins in order to locate a space for pleasure.
Lucretius literally locates the gods outside of our world, and Theocritus models his
poetry as a whisper apart from the center of the agora.
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3. The Quiet Hei
As we can see, the three texts overlap and contrast in interesting ways. The concern
with obtaining freedom from disturbance or security is common to all three. Medea
hesitates as she searches for a secure way to achieve her goals. Theocritus nds a safe
place in the countryside when Pan is sleeping and without an ambition that will spell
destruction. Lucretius too separates himself and his reader from society at large as a
way to nd mental security, approaching an identi cation with the gods. In terms of the
tradition of vocal power, Lucretius stands apart with the most radical approach, as we
might expect from a self-identifying Epicurean philosopher. Theocritus and Apollonius
both nd new ways to empower marginal voices and in doing this re ect the Hellenistic
poet’s relationship with the past. One brings to life the desire to undo the past, while the
other expresses the longing to return. Medea’s eventual — and partial — control of the
narrative is in conversation with her hesitations and doubts. This dynamic gives us a
refreshing and complex experience of humanity. The three authors share an aesthetic
outlook that mirrors social change in the post-Classical era. All adopt a view in which a
character with a quiet or hesitant voice is worthy to sit at the center of their imagined
universe. One can observe how these transformations anticipate the notion in the New
Testament (Matthew 5:5) that the “meek shall inherit the earth.”
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